
 1 

EPSU/ETUCE/OSE/University of Nottingham 

Joint Project 

 

Public Service Unions: Effective intervention in the European Semester 

 

 

 

DRAFT REPORT 

 

The 2018-19 European Semester Cycle: an 

analysis 

 

 

Howard Stevenson 

University of Nottingham  



 2 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The following presents a summary and analysis of the key elements of the 2018-2019 European 

Semester cycle, or the 2019 European Semester as it is commonly referred to. It is presented in 

largely chronological order based on the publication of key documents. 

 

In the following section the relevant documents are indicated with a footnote and page references 

refer to the document indicated in the footnote. 

 

 

2. State of the European Union Address 

 

President Juncker’s State of the European Union address
1
 to the European Parliament took place on 

12 September 2018. The speech was the final State of the European Union address of the Juncker 

Presidency, and needs to be viewed in that context. The key theme of the address was ‘European 

Sovereignty’. 

 

The address marks the tenth anniversary of the financial crisis as triggered by the collapse of Lehman 

Brothers Holdings Inc. Juncker claims ‘Europe has largely turned the page on an economic and 

financial crisis which came from outside, but which cut deep at home’ (p. 3). 

 

Signs of this recovery are identified as 21 quarters of consecutive growth, jobs growth and youth 

unemployment at 14.8% (‘still too high’ (p. 3), but the lowest figure since 2000). Greece is identified 

as now ‘back on its own two feet’ (p. 3). 

 

The focus of the speech places relatively little emphasis on the economic recovery, but rather on the 

future direction and role of the European Union in a changing world – ‘the international order that 

served Europeans so well after the Second World War is increasingly being called into question’ and 

‘old alliances may not look the same tomorrow’ (p.4). In President Juncker’s assessment this requires 

a ‘European Sovereignty’, defined as ‘the capacity to play a role, as a Union, in shaping global 

affairs. Europe has to become a more sovereign actor on international relations’ (p. 5). 

 

                                                      
1
 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/soteu2018-speech_en_0.pdf 
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The address refers to delivering past commitments in a changing context (deeper Economic and 

Monetary Union, a Banking Union, Capital Markets Union, Security Union) but highlights a number 

of specific issues as future priorities: 

 

 Completing the Security Union 

 Maintaining free and fair elections and upholding the rule of law 

 Addressing the migration agenda 

 Developing trade relations and agreements (with a specific focus on Africa) 

 Enhancing the role of the Euro as an international currency (‘the Euro must become the face 

and the instrument of a new more sovereign Europe’ p.10) 

 

As part of the move to develop a more ‘sovereign Europe’ President Juncker argues that ‘We must 

improve our ability to speak with one voice when it comes to our foreign policy’ (p. 11) and it is in 

this context extensions to qualified majority voting are proposed in specific areas (examples provided 

include human rights issues, civil missions and ‘certain tax matters’ p.11). 

 

Within the address the EU’s social dimension receives only limited coverage, although the statements 

made are arguably strong. President Juncker argues that the EU’s social agenda ‘should be given the 

Cinderella treatment no more’ (p. 6) although he concedes this is not a position that has unanimous 

support from Member States. Later in the address, in the conclusion, President Juncker makes the 

following statement: 

 

I would like the European Union to take better care of its social dimension 

(emphasis in original). Those that ignore the legitimate concerns of workers and 

small businesses undermine European unity. It is time we turned the good 

intentions that we proclaimed at the Gothenburg Social Summit into law. (p. 12) 

 

In this context the commitment to legislation is significant. 

 

 

3. The Autumn Package 

 

Documents relating to the 18-19 Semester cycle Autumn package were released on 21 November 

2018. In the following summary, some of the key documents from the Autumn package are 

summarised. 
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At the launch of the Autumn Package Commissioner Thyssen claimed that the 2018-2019 European 

Semester was becoming ‘more and more social’ (speech at the presentation of the Autumn package
2
) 

and she went on to assert: 

With the European Pillar of Social Rights as a compass, the Semester is the key 

instrument to steer the process of social convergence every year. In the last cycle, 

a substantial part of Country Specific Recommendations focused on the Pillar.  

Social issues have been at the core of our agenda from day one. And the 

European Semester process, which helps us to coordinate our economies, has 

never been as much focused on the social aspects as it is today. 

 

 

3.1 The 2019 Annual Growth Survey  

 

The 2019 AGS was sub-headed ‘For a stronger Europe in the face of global uncertainty’
3
. Its 

contents are summarised here using headings presented in the AGS report. 

 

Recent record: 

 

The report asserts ‘solid economic growth has been accompanied by a recovery in investment, 

stronger consumer demand, improved public finances and continued job creation, although at 

different pace across countries.’ (p. 2).  Growth is recorded over six consecutive years with some 

convergence given more rapid rates of growth in Member States with lower levels of per capita 

GDP. Government deficits have reduced and ‘in most cases’ (p.1) are at pre-crisis levels. The 

investment gap that similarly opened up following the crisis is beginning to close. Greece completed 

its financial assistance programme. 

 

However, the AGS qualifies its own optimistic outlook by recognising that progress remains uneven 

and that economic growth ‘is not benefitting all citizens and countries in the same manner’ (p. 1). 

There is also a recognition that some problems associated with the post-crisis period, such as high 

levels of debt, remain problematic in some Member States. Finally, and as indicated by the report’s 

sub-title, there is an acknowledgement that the recovery remains vulnerable to external economic 

developments. These are evident in several forms although rising protectionism (referred to as ‘the 

                                                      
2
 https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-18-6507_en.htm 

3 https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-annual-growth-survey_en 
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disruption by the US of the post-war economic order’ p. 4) and the consequences of Brexit are 

highlighted. These issues are developed further in the following section. 

 

Challenges and future priorities: 

 

The 2019 AGS identifies a number of issues that the Commission considers need to be addressed. 

The following is a summary of some of the key challenges identified in the AGS. 

 

 Persistent income inequalities and levels of poverty that have proven enduring. 

 Weak productivity growth 

 High levels of public and private debt 

 Sustainability of welfare systems 

 Skills mismatches and shortages 

 The impact of digitisation 

 Migration 

 Withdrawal of Central Bank stimulus packages 

 

In response to the above issues the AGS makes the case to prioritise a number of issues. Those areas 

most relevant to the EFISTU research project are discussed below. 

 

a) Investment: 

 

The AGS makes the case for increased investment in a number of key areas to tackle productivity 

issues, the challenge of digitisation/technology and persistent inequalities. Specific proposals 

include: 

 

Investment in education and training, with a focus on improving the labour market relevance of 

education as well as the efficiency of current provision. There is a strong emphasis on early years 

provision and vocational educational as central to improving labour market participation. The report 

makes an unequivocal statement supporting the importance of public investment in education – 

‘High-quality public investment in education and training is key to boosting knowledge-intensive, 

sustainable and inclusive growth.’ (p. 9). 

 

Investment in research and development is principally concerned with private sector investment, 

with limited references to public sector research institutions. There is an exhortation for higher 

education institutions to ‘modernise’ (p. 9) although the form of this modernisation is not specified. 
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The report also makes the case for ‘frontloading’ investment in the decarbonisation of Europe’s 

industry, transport and energy systems. Key public service areas such as transport, energy and 

housing as identified as economic sectors where such investment is essential, and which are capable 

of making a significant difference, however it is acknowledged that in some areas progress has been 

slow.  For example, ‘Upgrading of transport infrastructures, including investments into smart, 

sustainable and safe mobility, including zero-emission mobility, remains a challenge in a number of 

Member States.’ (p. 9) 

 

b) Tackling inequality 

 

The AGS highlights a number of areas intended to tackle issues of inequality and exclusion. 

Education is identified as playing a key role in reducing inequalities – ‘Ensuring equal access to 

quality education and achieving high educational outcomes are vital. This requires adequate 

investment’ (which in ‘most Member States’ calls for ‘more investment and reforms’ P.9). There are 

similar calls for access to improve access to quality healthcare, childcare and long-term care services 

(p. 11). However, in the case of health and long-term social care there also a number of references to 

sustainability. The report identifies an ageing population as a significant challenge and argues that ‘A 

more dynamic and inclusive labour market and reformed welfare systems could mitigate the social 

and public finance risks related to population ageing.’ (p. 7). The report is clear that in order to 

maintain universal access to healthcare, and ‘ensure fiscal sustainability’ (p. 12), there is a need for 

increased focus on cost-effectiveness measures and innovation. In common with previous European 

Commission publications with recommendations in this field there is a clear steer towards measures 

that prioritise primary health care. 

 

The AGS identifies tax and benefit reform as an area that can make a significant contribution to 

tackling inequalities. It notes for example that corporate tax avoidance in the EU costs public 

finances €50-70 billions annually. Benefit reforms are encouraged that extend the adequacy and 

coverage of benefits systems while ‘optimising incentives for labour market participation’ (p. 11). 

The report notes a particular need to ensure ‘non-standard’ workers (platform workers, gig economy) 

and the self-employed have social security coverage. 

 

Finally, the report notes that wage growth has lagged behind productivity growth and this has 

contributed to growing inequalities. The report explicitly links this to declining collective bargaining 

coverage in countries where social dialogue has been weak, or badly impacted by the economic 

crisis. It suggests that ‘enhancing the institutional capacity of social partners could be beneficial’ (p. 

11) in addressing this problem. 
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c) Managing public finances 

 

The report concludes by highlighting the on-going need for vigilance in relation to public finances 

and the accumulation of debt.  Improvement in public finances is acknowledged, but ongoing 

vulnerabilities are also recognised. Improvement is in part attributed to the adherence to EU financial 

regulations, and the role of the European Semester in ensuring compliance: 

 

Credible actions to achieve agreed fiscal objectives, in line with the common 

European rules, remains essential . . . A number of Member States have reduced 

their public debt and achieved or exceeded their medium-term budgetary 

objective, creating scope for higher public investment to support potential 

growth. However, several others continue to shoulder high levels of public debt, 

which constrain their ability to invest for the future. These countries have also 

made less progress in reducing public debt over recent years. . . The Stability and 

Growth Pact provides clear rules to ensure responsible fiscal policies. (p. 13) 

 

A number of areas are identified in order to ensure such fiscal responsibility, mostly related to careful 

financial stewardship, for example improved procurement procedures. It is perhaps signifcant that 

pensions sustainability (clearly linked to demographic changes) is highlighted as a particualr issue and 

where the guidance provided is unambiguous. This follows from past years’ CSRs when several 

recommendations have referred to pensions reform. 

 

Pension reforms aimed at adapting the balance between working life and retirement 

and supporting complementary retirement savings remain essential. Implementing 

such reforms is often politically difficult and their reversal should be avoided, as this 

could jeopardise fiscal sustainability, reduce growth potential and intergenerational 

fairness. (p.13) 

 

New developments in the European Semester 

 

The AGS report points out that the Commission’s proposals for the next EU Multiannual Financial 

Framework support the commitment for ‘more and better investment’ from both public and private 

sectors (p. 10). To this end ‘the Commission intends to ensure more effective links between the 

European Semester and EU funding for 2021-27’ (p. 10). At the same time the InvestEU programme 

will bring together the EU’s financial instruments intended to support investment, potentially making 

the stronger connection between the European Semester and EU funding even more significant. 
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The AGS report points out that investment is often necessary for the success of country specific 

recommendations. It also states that there are existing links between EU cohesion funding and the 

coordination of economic policies through the European Semester. However. It is argued that there 

are further benefits from aligning these initiatives more closely – ‘Creating even greater synergies 

and complementarity between them can deeply benefit both processes’ (p. 10).  

 

To this end the 2019 Country Reports will have a clearer focus on assessing investment needs relative 

to EU programmes. Country reports will evaluate investment needs in each Member State and in a 

new annex to each Country Report the report will identify those investment needs that are relevant for 

the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus and the Cohesion Fund for 

2021-2027. 

 

The report also states: 

 

Building on the country reports, the Commission also intends to identify, as part 

of its proposals for the 2019 country-specific recommendations, priority areas for 

public and private investment to further facilitate the implementation of growth-

enhancing reforms. (P. 10) 

 

3.2 Alert Mechanism Report
4
 

 

In the 2019 Alert Mechanism Report the following countries were identified as requiring In Depth 

Reviews. IDRs are reported within each Member State’s Country Report. 

 

Countries requiring an IDR for 2019 were Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, France, Germany, Greece, 

Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Spain and Sweden. 

 

3.3 Draft Joint Employment Report (including Social Scoreboard) 

 

The Joint Employment Report of the European Commission and Council is mandated by Article 148 

of the Treaty of the Functioning of the European Union. Since 2018 it has incorporated monitoring 

of the European Pillar of Social Rights and specifically it includes the outcomes of the ‘Social 

Scoreboard’. The social scoreboard presents the performance of Member States in relation to 14 

                                                      
4
 https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-alert-mechanism-report_en 
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headline indicators (two more than in the previous year), which in turn reflect the three key domains 

of the Pillar, and the 20 principles it is based on. 

 

In this summary the key findings of the Joint Employment Report are presented, followed by a 

summary of the social scoreboard outcomes. 

 

The draft JER
5
 reports job creation as ‘strong’ (p. 3). Job growth is stronger among older workers 

and the more highly skilled, and despite the increase in job creation there exist ‘substantial 

disparities in employment rates’ (p.3) within and between Member States.  The report also notes that 

the growth in persons employed is greater than the growth in hours worked and this points to the 

increasing importance of part-time work, but also the growth of involuntary part-time work. Issues 

relating to non-standard forms of employment, platform and precarious work are a recurring theme 

in the report. 

 

Household disposable income is reported as increasing in ‘almost all Member States’ (p. 4) with 

strongest growth among newer members of the European Union, which the report equates with 

‘upward convergence’, a key goal of the EU’s social agenda. However, despite this progress real 

gross disposable income per capita remains below pre-crisis levels ‘in a number of countries’ (p. 4). 

Furthermore, household incomes grew more slowly than increases in GDP and this data provides a 

further indication that improvements in key indicators experience a lag and therefore households do 

not necessarily experience recovery in ways that some headline data, for example GDP growth, 

would suggest. 

 

The report highlights significant progress in relation to people at risk of poverty and social exclusion, 

and that this figure ‘decreased markedly’ (p. 4) in 2017. The overall figures however remain high in 

terms of the numbers of people affected and the report concedes ‘there remains a long way to reach 

the Europe 2020 poverty and social exclusion target.’ (p.5). Those most likely to be adversely 

affected are children, the disabled and migrants. 

 

Real wage growth shows limited progress and in ‘many Member States’ (p. 4) real wages remain 

below their pre-crisis levels. Similar to the lags in household disposable income real wage growth 

has failed to keep up with increases in productivity, suggesting that improvements in economic 

performance are not being proportionately passed on to the workforce. The report points to 

continuing low inflation feeding into wage expectations and labour surpluses as possible 

                                                      
5
 https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-draft-joint-employment-report_en 
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explanations for the lags. The report suggests that wage setting frameworks, including those related 

to minimum wages, supported by social dialogue, are making a positive impact on wage growth. 

 

In all of these developments the experiences of different demographic groups is highly uneven. Jobs 

growth has been driven by older workers, the more highly skilled and women. In contrast, although 

youth unemployment shows some positive features (for example NEET rates have fallen back to pre-

crisis level) in general the experience of the young remains extremely problematic. The employment 

rate of young people is increasing, but remains lower than it was in 2008. These inequalities in the 

labour market are also experienced by migrant workers. The positive experience of female workers is 

tempered by the problems faced by those with caring responsibilities (overwhelmingly women) 

whether it be for adults or children. The report argues that improved educational opportunities are 

central to improving young people’s access to the labour market, however it recognises that access to 

education services is unequal. The report asserts that ‘More (and more efficient) investment in 

education and training systems is a priority in some Member States’ [emhasis added] (p.7). Progress 

towards EU2020 targets in education is steady with the target of 40% on tertiary attainment almost 

achieved. However, uneveness is acknowledged, both between Member States and between groups 

within Member States (for example between those who are native EU and non-EU born). 

 

Young workers are particularly visible in the atypical work labour market. The report suggests that 

the extent of this type of work has remained broadly stable in recent years but it remains significant 

and much of it is likely to be involuntary. Several of the indicators of atypical work point to a dual 

labour market with a secure and relatively prosperous core (in terms of regular wage growth etc) and 

an insecure and much less well-paid periphery. The report acknowledges that some Member States 

are addressing the needs of precarious workers with improved employment protection legislation 

and/or a larger scope for collective bargaining. 

 

Income inequality is reported as decreasing slightly in 2017, for the first time since the crisis. This 

was due to more significant growth among lower income households. However, this is also uneven 

and income inequality remains at above pre-crisis levels in several Member States. Improvements in 

inequality are attributed to improved minimum wage provision and tax and benefit reform. The 

impact of social transfers (excluding pensions) has diminished, although this results from a reverse 

automatic stabiliser effect as economies emerge from recession (reducing the demand for social 

security payments). Issues relating to the adequacy and coverage of social protection schemes 

remains an important factor, with some Member States seeking to extend coverage to those engaged 

in forms of atypical employment. The report also suggests that social security systems are being 

more closely linked to the labour market with benefits tied more directly to job searching. 

 



 11 

Demographic factors, and specifically an ageing population provide the context for discussions about 

health, pensions and long-term social care. The increasing demands of an ageing population have a 

particular impact on pension provision and the report acknowledges that ‘measures to improve 

financial stability’ (p. 10) are a priority for ‘many Member States’. It recognises that demographic 

changes place increased demands on ensuring pensions provide adequate protection, but it also 

highlights that provision is already limited in several Member States. The report highlights a range of 

measures being taken by Member States to ensure system sustainability. These include promoting 

flexible retirement provision, examining accruals arrangement and encouraging the use of 

supplementary provisions. 

 

The report makes an unequivocal statement committing to effective access to health care – 

‘Improving access to quality healthcare and long-term care, together with increasing their 

effectiveness, is a guiding principle for reforms in Member States’ (p. 11). It highlights a number of 

reforms being adopted by Member States in order to enhance efficency and effectiveness including 

improved primary care and improved training and working comditons for staff. In responding to the 

increased demands caused by an ageing population the report draws attention to systems that 

promote a mixed economy of provision in which the state supports family and/or community based 

care provision. 

 

The opening chapter concludes by highlighting the pivotal role of social dialogue in developing the 

‘European social market economy’ (p. 11). The report suggests effective social dialogue can promote 

social cohesion, reduce conflict, improve policy design and implementation and generate better 

social outcomes. However, despite these benefits the report recognises that social dialogue is uneven 

across the EU and ‘weak in several cases’ (p. 11).  The report acknowledges the need for social 

dialogue practices to reflect traditions in Member States but argues ‘there is clear scope for 

improving the capacity of social partners and providing them with an adequate framework for 

predictable and timely consultation including in all key stages of the European semester’ (p. 11). 

 

The report also emphasises the importance of including civil society organisations in economic and 

social policy debate and suggests this is underdeveloped in many Member States. 

 

New developments in the social scoreboard 

 

The JER reaffirms the Commission’s commitment to benchmarking in both the economic and social 

fields as a means of supporting structural reforms and securing upward convergence. The report 

recognises that benchmarking is central to the development and implementation of the European 
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Pillar of Social Rights. The Employment Committee and Social Protection Committee have agreed a 

triple track approach to using benchmarking to support the EPSR: 

 

 Identify key challenges and agree a set of high level outcome indicators for each challenge. 

 Develop performance indicators that allow performance to be benchmarked. 

 Where relevant, identify policy levers linked to specific indicators. 

 

In 2018 the benchmarking framework for unemployment benefits and active labour market policies 

was integrated into the European Semester. 

 

In 2019 the European Semester will include full integration of the benchmarking framework relating 

to minimum income benefits and which will include their relation to in-kind benefits such as health, 

housing and education. The 2019 Semester also includes for the first time the benchmarking 

framework relating to adult skills and learning. 

 

The report indicates that further work is on-going and that the process of benchmarking will continue 

to extend. This is likely to be in several areas, although only pension adequacy is explicitly 

identified.  
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Table 1. The Social Scoreboard 2019 – summary of headline indicators
6
 

 

 

                                                      
6 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-draft-joint-employment-report_en_1.pdf 
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4. The Country Reports 

 

Following publication of the ‘Winter Package’ documents in November 2018 a number of other 

documents follow in the early months of the new calendar year. For example, on 22
nd

 January 2019 

the Economic and Financial Affairs Council adopted Council conclusions in relation to the AGS, the 

AMRs and the economic policy of the euro-area. On the 27
th
 February Country Reports were 

published for all EU28 countries and on 12
th
 March the Economic and Financial Affairs Council 

presented an overview of the Country Reports
7
, together with an analysis of those countries that had 

been subject to In Depth Reviews. This summary is based on that document and therefore is a 

summary of the Commission’s assessment of the Country Reports. 

 

In the Commission’s overall assessment of Country Reports it is made clear that the analysis is 

presented as a ‘status quo’ in terms of Brexit negotiations with the United Kingdom and the analysis 

‘does not speculate on the economic risks associated with different Brexit scenarios’ (p. 15). The 

Commission acknowledges that in the event of a ‘hard Brexit’ its predictions would need to be 

revised downwards. 

 

The above is significant because it is clear that 2018-19 European Semester documentation is 

appreciably more cautious in its analysis and predictions than it was in 2017-2018. In its overview of 

the Country Reports the Commission refers to positive data on growth, jobs creation and public 

finances but acknowledges that growth has slowed down, in part due to ‘the deterioration of the 

global economic environment’ (p. 1). The Commission reports that since 2011 Member States have 

made at least ‘some progress’ in relation to two-thirds of the published Country Specific 

Recommendations, but that most progress had been made in relation to CSRs focused on financial 

services and stabilisation of the financial sector. This is arguably unsurprising given policy priorities 

following the economic crisis, but also the Semester’s principal role as a mechanism of economic 

governance. While acknowledging this progress in relation to financial services there is also a 

discernible frustration in relation to more limited progress in other areas. The Commission highlight 

slow progress in competition and regulatory policy, but also in relation to the reform of ‘state 

enterprises’. There is specific mention of ‘some evidence of backtracking’ (p. 3) with regards to 

public finances and pensions. 

 

Public service issues feature prominently in the Country Reports as issues raised focus on improving 

access and equity to key services, but also sustainability and resilience. As in previous years, there is 

                                                      
7 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-communication-

country-reports_en_0.pdf 
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a clear focus on demographic trends and the implications of ageing populations for pensions, health 

and social care. It is asserted that 21 Member States face ‘medium or high fiscal sustainability risks’ 

(p. 9) due to their rising age-related expenditure. The report goes on to claim that ‘Progress towards 

ensuring long-term fiscal sustainability appears slow for health care and long term care’ (p. 9). 

Health care reforms are identified in several countries and the Commission note increased attention 

being devoted to preventive programmes and primary care. Cyprus is highlighted for introducing a 

new system of contribution payments that is ‘paving the way for universal health coverage’ (p. 9) 

and limiting the possibility of experiencing high out-of-pocket expenses. 

 

Education policy in Member States also receives significant attention in the Country Reports. This in 

part reflects the status of education targets in the EU2020 goals, but also the perceived link between 

limitations in education provision and the existence of skills shortages, which are identified as a 

growing problem in several countries. Skills gaps in the labour market are also associated with 

structural inequalities (based on gender, ethnicity, age, (dis)ability) and therefore a problem in terms 

of creating inclusive growth. The Commission argues ‘Equal access to high-quality education is 

essential if all citizens are to fully participate in our societies and make the most of their working 

lives’ (p. 11), and as a consequence it is argued that ‘education and training systems need to be 

strengthened and modernised’ (p. 11). Several countries are singled out for improving the links 

between education policy and the labour market with others identified for supporting migrant 

workers have their existing qualifications recognised. 

 

In the Commission’s own analysis of the Country Reports non-health and education related public 

services receive little attention. There is a discussion of social security systems, linked to concerns 

about in-work poverty and the unequal ways in which poverty is experienced by different groups in 

society. However an issue such as housing receives no attention as a public service issue. There is no 

reference to homelessnesss and virtually all references to housing are framed in terms of rising house 

prices in the private sector. Where supply issues are identified (p. 23) the solution is located in 

reform of the private rented sector. 

 

In concluding this brief overview of the 2018-2019 Country Reports two further issues are important 

to highlight. First is the focus on investment, and the second are references to social dialogue. 

 

Increasing investment is clearly seen as central to promoting growth and EU2020 goals, but it is 

recognised that 25 Member States received CSRs in 2018 focused on tackling investment blockages. 

In the 2018-19 Country Reports there is a much sharper focus on investment and it has already been 

indicated that the Commission is seeking a greater alignment between its own investment and 

Semester recommendations. One very clear manifestation of this in 2019 is the inclusion in each 
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Member State’s Country Report of an annex (annex D in each Country Report) which is intended to 

provide the basis for a dialogue between the Member State and the Commission in relation to the 

programming of cohesion funds (European Regional Development Fund and European Social Fund 

Plus) 2021-2027. In 2019 there is a commitment to each Member State having an ‘investment 

related’ CSR linked to its investment priorities and possible supply bottlenecks. What is less obvious 

in this discussion of investment is the relative balance between public sector and private sector 

investment. In a letter
8
 from the Chairperson of the Economic and Finance Committee to the 

President of the Economic and Financial Affairs Council (12
th
 March 2019) it is recognised that 

much of the decline in investment since the crisis has been a decline in public investment, however, 

the Chair of the EFC argues that there should be a greater focus in the future on the quality of 

investment, and the priority ‘should be mainly on enhancements focused on productivity and 

growth’. The clear implication is that promoting business driven, and private sector, investment 

should be the main objective, despite the post-crisis setbacks to public investment levels.  

 

Social dialogue is referred to in two important sections of the Commission’s analysis of the Country 

Reports. In the first instance the Commission refers to its own commitment to ‘deepen the dialogue 

with Member States, social partners and other relevant stakeholders’ in order to ensure that those 

working at national level have ‘ownership’ (p. 3) of reforms. Significantly, this discussion is located 

in a section subtitled ‘Progress with Country Specific Recommendations’, and which specifically 

raises concerns about weak implementation in some areas (see discussion above). The theme of 

social dialogue aiding the successful implementation of recommendations is reiterated in a later 

section of the Commission’s report focused on the labour market, education and social policies. Here 

it is acknowledged that the picture relating to social dialogue across the EU is mixed with some 

countries reporting positive developments, but that ‘this contrasts with steps back in others’ (p. 12). 

 

This section of the report concludes by asserting: 

 

In many [Member States], there is scope for improving social partners’ capacity 

and timely consultation at key stages of designing reform measures, including at 

important milestones of the European Semester’ (p. 12) 

 

5. The Spring Package – Country Specific Recommendations 

 

                                                      
8
 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-6957-2019-INIT/en/pdf 
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Country Specific Recommendations for all EU28 Member States were published on 5
th
 June 2019, 

shortly after elections for the European Parliament. They were discussed by the European Council on 

22
nd

 June and subsequently adopted formally on 9
th
 July.  

 

This is the first time that all EU28 countries have been included, following Greece’s exit from its 

support plan. In the summary that follows references to an individual country’s Country Specific 

Recommendation are indicated with a reference to the country and the number of the CSR, for 

example, Germany, CSR 2. All countries’ Country Specific Recommendations can be found at 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-country-specific-recommendations-

commission-recommendations_en 

 

In all, the 28 Member States received a total of 96 Country Specific Recommendations, averaging 

3.4 recommendations per country. This is an increase from the previous year (2.8 in 2018) and 

represents something of a reversal of the trend towards countries receiving fewer, and more focused 

CSRs. Three countries received five CSRs and four countries received two. Caution needs to be 

exercised when assigning such a development with much significance as it remains possible to 

receive a small number of CSRs, but still receive recommendations relating to a wide range of issues 

(see for example Greece this year). As has been indicated previously, a new feature of the 2018-2019 

CSRs is a focus on investment with all countries receiving a CSR relating to investment. For each 

Member State this took the form of a final CSR commencing with the wording ‘Focus investment-

related economic policy on . . . ‘. 

 

The following provides a summary of the 2018-2019 CSRs as they refer to public services and social 

dialogue issues, which are the central concerns of the EFISTU project. As has been indicated in a 

previous summary there is inevitably a degree of arbitrariness when determining how to analyse the 

content of CSRs and how to allocate them to specific categories. For example, a CSR that exhorts a 

country to address skill shortages may relate to the school sector, the Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training Sector or the training provided by private companies, or some combination 

of all three. It is important that readers recognise there is no clear and unambiguous way to 

categorise CSRs, but rather any attempt to do so involves some element of judgement by researchers. 

 

5.1 Pensions and retirement 

 

While pensions are not specifically a public service issue per se they are included in this analysis 

because public pensions systems are often administered by state employees and because public 

sector pension systems are an important element of the compensation package of public service 

workers. In the 2017-18 analysis it was noted that concerns over pension system sustainability 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-country-specific-recommendations-commission-recommendations_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/2019-european-semester-country-specific-recommendations-commission-recommendations_en
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emerged as a key issue. This continues into 2018-19 although with slightly fewer recommendations 

relating to pensions when compared to the previous year (14 CSRs in 2018-19 compared to 16 in 

2017-18).   

 

Thirteen of the 14 CSRs relating to pension provision make a reference to ensuring system 

sustainability. Several of these make no further recommendation in relation to pensions, and 

therefore the recommendation refers simply to adopting undefined reforms to address sustainability 

issues. For example, within Spain’s first CSR the country is exhorted to ‘Preserve the sustainability 

of the pension system’, while Germany is urged to ‘Take measures to safeguard the long term 

sustainability of the pension system, while preserving adequacy’ (Germany, CSR 2). 

 

In some cases specific mechanisms to address sustainability issues are identified, which in most 

cases take the form of a raised retirement age and limiting opportunities to leave the labour market 

earlt . The following provide examples: 

 

Improve the long term sustainability of the pension system, including by further 

limiting early retirement (Luxembourg, CSR 1) 

 

Ensure the fiscal sustainability of the healthcare and the pension systems, 

including by restricting early retirement and adjusting the statutory retirement 

age in view of expected gains in life expectancy. (Poland, CSR 1) 

 

By comparison to issues of sustainability there are many fewer recommendations relating to 

adequacy and the potetial need to enhance provision. Only two countries, Poland and Slovenia, 

received unambiguous recommendations to address issues of pensions ‘adequacy’ with both CSRs 

qualified by the need to ensure sustainability. 

 

From the above analysis it seems clear that concerns about pension sysyem sustainability, and their 

impact on public finances, remain a key concern of the European Commission and it would seem 

likely that this issue will be the focus of on-going interest. 

 

5.2 Health and long-term care 

 

References to health care feature frequently in CSRs, although often the references are brief and 

relatively non-specific. A total of 15 countries receive recommendations relating to health care with 

a range of different issues identified.  Ten countries receive recommendations that refer to ensuring 

sustainability and, less frequently, addressing cost-effectiveness issues. Clearly these link in part to 
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the concerns about demographic developments and the impact of an ageing population on demand 

for health care. Such concerns are reflected in the CSRs relating to long term social care. 

 

Addressing problems of access are identified in the CSRs of six countries, while three countries have 

CSRs that specifically refer to the need to improve outcomes. 

 

Health is identified in three countries’ recommendations in relation to the final CSR focused on 

investment-related economic policy. 

 

Only one country, Bulgaria, receives a CSR relating to the workforce, with the country urged to 

address problems of labour supply in the health professional market. This is an issue experienced in 

several Member States, but it does not appear as a CSR for any other country. 

 

CSRs relating to long term social care appear less frequently than those relating to health care (six 

instances) with similar concerns about sustainability issues (three references) and access and levels 

of provision (also three references). 

 

In two cases CSRs relating to long term and social care provision are linked to improving women’s 

participation in the labour market. 

 

5.3 Education and training 

 

Of all the public services featured in the Semester, recommendations relating to education and 

training are the most frequent. No fewer than 20 countries have at least one recommendation relating 

to education and training. There are two possible explanations for this. One relates to the size of the 

sector, and although early childhood education and care and higher education are treated separately 

in this analysis the reach of school sector education and vocational and adult education in its many 

forms makes education a likely area of interest. Second, and more significant, is that education and 

training policy is the point where social and economic policy arguably intersect more directly than in 

other areas of social policy. Although the European Semester provides an overview of Member 

State’s performances against all the EU2020 targets it remains principally a form of economic 

governance in which the development of a stable and successful single market is central. Education 

reforms are critical to this project by ensuring a well functioning labour market in which labour can 

be mobile across the EU. 

 

It is unsurprising therefore that of all the CSRs focused on education the single most common issue 

is the development of a stronger link between the education system and the labour market. There 
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were 16 CSRs which linked education systems to labour market skills.  Of these, a large majority 

were clearly focused on TVET provision and adult education, although some were more general and 

simply identified the need to more closely align education system ‘output’ with the demands of the 

labour market. 

 

Although fewer in number, a significant number of education related CSRs did have an equity 

dimension. This could take the form of improving access in unspecified ways, but it often identified 

specific inequalities that needed to be addressed. In the latter instance disadvantaged groups were 

typically identified as those groups marginalised in the labour market.  Four countries received 

specific CSRs focused on supporting the achievement of Roma children within their education 

systems (Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Slovakia), and another three received CSRs that 

specifically mentioned the needs of migrant students (Austria, Belgium and France). This represents 

something of a lower profile for this issue than in previous years. 

 

Two countries received CSRs that made specific reference to aspects of the education workforce 

with Cyprus urged to ensure implementation of its teacher evaluation reforms and the Czech 

Republic was exhorted to more effectively promote the teaching profession.  Despite shortages of 

appropriately qualified personnel in the education sectors of several Member States there are no 

CSRs that focus directly on this issue.  

 

5.4 Early Childhood Education and Care 

 

Early Childhood Education and Care retains a significant profile in the European Semester, as it has 

done in previous years.  Seven countries received CSRs in this area. Typical CSRs recommend that 

countries improve access to ‘affordable and quality childcare’ (Slovakia, CSR 2), although 

variations on this formulation of words was typical. Again, as in previous years, recommendations in 

this area appear to be driven by commitment to increase women’s participation in the labour market 

with at least four of the seven ECEC recommendations making this explicit connection. 

 

5.5 Higher education and research 

 

Country Specific Recommendations relating to higher education, which in previous Semester cycles 

have featured prominently, receive much less attention in the 2018-19 CSRs. Only two countries 

receive CSRs which relate specifically to higher education – Portugal is urged to increase the number 

of graduates, especially in STEM subjects, while Romania is recommended to align its higher 

education (and vocational education) more closely to the needs of the labour market. 
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In contrast to a paucity of specific references to higher education there is a high frequency of 

references to research in more general terms. In total 24 countries receive CSRs that refer to 

research, but in all but one case this is a generic statement to the effect that ‘investment related 

economic policy’ should focus on research.  Such recommendations do not make specific mention of 

higher education institutions as bases of research.  

 

The only reference to research that sits outside of the investment related economic policy statements 

relates to Poland which is urged to enhance its support for ‘research institutions’ and to promote 

‘their closer collaboration with business’. 

 

5.6 Other Public Service issues 

 

Those public services not discussed above occupy a paradoxical place in the 2018-2019 Semester. 

Many services appear frequently, but it cannot be claimed that they appear prominently. In several 

cases, such as transport, recommendations are extremely general and there is no specific mention to 

public transport per se. This is because within the 2018-19 cycle the CSR that refers to ‘Focus 

investment-related economic policy on . . . ‘ acts as a catch-all to refer to a number of areas, but in 

very non-specific ways. Some of these areas might typically be considered as ‘public services’ and 

many will be in the public sector, but generally this level of detail is not included. In the 2018-19 

Semester it appears that the newly introduced CSR focused on investment acts as a mechanism to 

identify a number of Commission priorities, which are then finessed for individual countries by the 

inclusion, or exclusion, of individual factors from the more generic list. Hence in this new CSR the 

recommendation to invest in transport and digitalisation each feature 17 times. Also prominent is the 

recommendation to invest in utilities and environmental issues, often in relation to transport or 

energy. 

 

A feature of these particular CSRs is that they frequently refer to very broad areas of activity 

(transport, energy) and in very general terms. It is difficult to envisage therefore what precisely the 

recommendation is, or how progress in relation to it might be evaluated. 

 

One final point in this area is to draw attention to the limited profile for housing related CSRs. 

Consistent with the Commission’s focus on private market solutions to housing issues 

recommendations relating to social housing are very limited with only two countries receiving 

recommendations in this area. 

 

5.7 Social partners and social dialogue 
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The European Commission’s own analysis of the state of social dialogue across the EU noted several 

positive developments, but conceded that the picture remained mixed with progress in some Member 

States offset by reversals in others. It noted that there was often room to improve social dialogue 

within the European Semester process itself. 

 

Within the 2018-2019 Semester there are seven CSRs that make specific reference to social dialogue 

and the involvement of social partners. These CSRs generally fall into two types with the first group 

urging social partners to be included in discussions about recommendations that relate to traditional 

areas of social dialogue. For example, Croatia, Germany and the Netherlands all receive 

recommendations relating to wage setting and social partners are encouraged to be part of the 

discussions about their implementation. In contrast, the second set of social dialogue related 

recommendations are more general and exhort the governments of relevant Member States to include 

social partners more generally in dialogue about policy development and implementation. 

 

Improve the quality and transparency of the decision-making process 

through effective social dialogue and engagement with other stakeholders 

and through regular, appropriate impact assessments. (Hungary, CSR 4) 

 

Improve the regulatory environment, in particular by strengthening the role 

of consultations of social partners and public consultations in the legislative 

process. (Poland, CSR 4) 

Improve the functioning of social dialogue (Romania, CSR 3) 

 

6. The 2018-19 European Semester and the European Pillar of Social Rights 

 

In previous Commission communications it has been indicated that where a country is identified as 

‘critical’ in relation to an indicator on the Social Scoreboard then it more likely, although not 

inevitable, that a country will receive a Country Specific Recommendation in that area. In the three 

tables that follow those countries with ‘critical situations’ are listed and against each indicator is the 

country’s CSR that may correspond to this indicator. In presenting this analysis a similar 

qualification about researcher judgement is provided as described above. This allocation of CSRs to 

headline indicators is not a Commission framed linkage but one based on the judgement of 

researhers.  

Table 2.1 Equal opportunities to the labour market 
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Headline indicators ‘Critical 

situations’ 

CSR(s) 

Share of early leavers from 

education and training, age 

18-24 

 

ES Reduce early school leaving and improve 

educational outcomes, taking into account 

regional disparities. 

IT Improve educational outcomes, also through 

adequate and targeted investment, 

RO Improve the quality and inclusiveness of 

education, in particular for Roma and other 

disadvantaged groups. 

Gender gap in employment 

rate, age 20-64 

 

EL None specific 

IT Support women’s participation in the labour 

market through a comprehensive strategy, 

including through access to quality childcare 

and long-term care 

RO None specific 

Income inequality measured 

as quintile share ratio 

S80/S20 

 

BG Address social inclusion through improved 

access to integrated employment and social 

services and more effective minimum income 

support. 

ES Improve support for families and address 

coverage gaps in national unemployment 

assistance and regional minimum income 

schemes. 

LT 
Address income inequality, poverty and social 

exclusion, including by improving the design 

of the tax and benefit system. 

LV Address social exclusion notably by 

improving the adequacy of minimum income 

benefits, minimum old-age pensions and 

income support for people with disabilities. 

At risk of poverty or social 

exclusion (AROPE) 

 

BG Address social inclusion through improved 

access to integrated employment and social 

services and more effective minimum income 

support. 

EL None specific 

Young people neither in 

employment nor in 

education or training 

(NEET) age 15-24 

CY Complete reforms aimed at increasing the 

effectiveness of the public employment 

services and reinforce outreach and activation 

support for young people. Deliver on the 

reform of the education and training system, 

including teacher evaluation, and increase 

employers' engagement and learners' 

participation in vocational education and 

training, 

EL None specific 

HR Deliver on the education reform and improve 

both access to education and training at all 

levels and their quality and labour market 

relevance. Consolidate social benefits and 

improve their capacity to reduce poverty. 

Strengthen labour market measures and 

institutions and their coordination with social 
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services 

IT 
Improve educational outcomes, also through 

adequate and targeted investment, and foster 

upskilling, including by strengthening digital 

skills.  

 

Table 2.2 Fair working practices 

Headline indicators ‘Critical 

situations’ 

CSR(s) 

Employment rate, age 20-64 

 

EL None specific 

ES Ensure that employment and social services 

have the capacity to provide effective support 

Reduce early school leaving and improve 

educational outcomes, taking into account 

regional disparities. Increase cooperation 

between education and businesses with a 

view to improving the provision of labour 

market relevant skills and qualifications, in 

particular for information and 

communication technologies. 

HR Strengthen labour market measures and 

institutions 

IT Ensure that active labour market and social 

policies are effectively integrated and reach 

out notably to young people and vulnerable 

groups. 

Unemployment rate, age 15-

74 

 

None 

identified 

as 

critical 

 

Long term unemployment 

rate 

 

IT Ensure that active labour market and social 

policies are effectively integrated and reach 

out notably to young people and vulnerable 

groups. 

Gross disposable income of 

households in real terms, per 

capita 

CY None specific 

EL None specific 

Net earnings of a single 

worker earning AW 

HU None specific 

SK None specific 

 

Table 2.3 Social protection and inclusion 

Headline indicators ‘Critical 

situations’ 

CSR(s) 

Impact of social transfers 

(other than pensions) on 

poverty reduction 

BG Address social inclusion through improved 

access to integrated employment and social 

services and more effective minimum income 
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 support 

EL None specific 

IT None specific 

LT 
Address income inequality, poverty and social 

exclusion, including by improving the design 

of the tax and benefit system. 

 

RO Complete the minimum inclusion income 

reform. 

Children aged less than 3 

years in formal childcare 

 

BG None specific  

CZ Foster the employment of women with young 

children, including by improving access to 

affordable childcare, and of disadvantaged 

groups. 

EL None specific 

PL Improving access to childcare 

SK Enhance access to affordable and quality 

childcare 

Self-reported unmet need 

for medical care 

 

LV 
. Increase the accessibility, quality and cost-

effectiveness of the healthcare system. 

Share of population with basic 

overall digital skills or above 

BG Strengthen employability by reinforcing 

skills, including digital skills 

HR None specific  

RO Improve skills, including digital, notably by 

increasing the labour market relevance of 

vocational education and training and higher 

education 

 


