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Aim of this session 
 

 Present you with the key findings of earlier research on the 
involvement of social partners in the Semester 
 

 Update this research with more recent practices and 
findings  
 what has changed (for the better or for the worse)? 
 

 First exchange on the topic with audience 
 “Warm up” for tomorrow’s discussion on 5 case studies 
 Create a “baseline understanding” about the Semester … and your 

(possible) role in it 
 

 Let me first confuse you (a bit) 
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Title 

Sub-title 
 

 Text 
 

 Text 
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Let’s simplify, for now 
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Once  
upon  
a  
time  
there  
was… 
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What we (think we) know 

The early years of the Semester (2011 to 2013) 
 

 Evidence on involvement of EU social partner organisations 
is patchy – hence this research project ! 

 
 We do know that certain mechanisms & procedures were 

in place, but  
 mostly informal  
 social partner contributions provided ex-post (after decisions had 

been taken and key documents published) 

 
 Situation recognised by social partners & the EU 

institutions alike 
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What we (think we) know 

The situation gradually changed since 2014 
 

 Juncker Commission:  
 relaunching social dialogue and better involving social 

partners in socio-economic governance among 
acclaimed priorities 

 new venues for involvement and new procedures were 
developed at EU level 
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What we (think we) know 
New venues for EU-level involvement (since 2014) 
 

 Ex-ante consultation by Commission on the AGS and ex-
post stock-taking at the end of each Semester cycle 

 Informal exchanges between the Commission and the 
social partners on the CRs before their publication 

 European Social Dialogue structures used to discuss issues 
related to the Semester 

 Employment Committee (EMCO) agreed cooperation 
protocol with the social partners to discuss relevant 
Semester documents (2014) 
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What we (think we) know 
New venues for EU-level involvement since 2014 
(cont.) 
 
 Social Protection Committee (SPC) developed 

informal procedures to consult the social partners 
on issues of common concern. 

 The Social Affairs (EPSCO) Council invites social 
partners to take part in informal meetings (since 
2014)  

 The European Economic and Social Committee 
(EESC) provides ex-post opinions on the AGS and 
more general aspects of the Semester with the financial support of the 
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What we (think we) know 

New internal coordination procedures 
 

 European social partners developed mechanisms to 
coordinate their internal activities 
 Gathering timely input from national affiliates at key moments in 

Semester 
 

 The ETUC ‘Toolkit for coordination of collective bargaining 
and wages in EU economic governance’ (2013) 
 Prudent start with limited number of often sketchy contributions 

from affiliates 
 Toolkit reinvigorated in 2015, resulting in more and higher quality 

contributions 
 More recent developments?  
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What we (think we) know 
Outcomes of involvement difficult to assess 

 Clearly social partner contributions had no impact on 
key Semester documents until 2014, reactive as they 
were 

 Some social partner contributions now seem to be 
reflected, to some extent, in the Country Reports 

 But influence only re. “information” & “fact-finding” of 
CR 
 Limited to no influence on the overall policy orientations of the 

Semester (Annual Growth Survey) 

 Very modest influence on Country-Specific 
Recommendations (CSR’s) 
 But some (anecdotical) evidence of direct involvement and impact 
 Different expectations about ‘involvement’  
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What we (think we) know 
More recent Semester cycles (2015-2016) 
 Improved timing for involvement, continuing the move 

from ex-post to ex-ante involvement (esp. CRs) 
 Procedures for involving the social partners in the drafting 

of CRs: 
 Commission meets up with ETUC but also meet national trade 

union representatives directly (sometimes followed by informal 
follow-up) 
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What we (think we) know 
More recent Semester cycles (2015-2016) (cont.) 
 Attempts to better link the Semester with established 

European Social Dialogue structures 
 Disagreement between two sides of industry on 

whether/how this link should be enhanced 
 

 In sum: EU-level involvement of Social Partners in 
Semester “low but increasing” 2011-2016 
 But what is the interest of TU to invest in the Semester? 

 More recent developments?  
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What we (think we) know 
National trade unions and the Semester  
 Situation greatly differs between Member States, also 

depending on national industrial relations 
 Number of co-existing mechanisms for involvement 

(varying degrees of institutionalisation) 
 Social and Economic Councils (or functional equivalents) 

often the venues where social partners are involved in 
providing input to NRPs and/or CSRs. 

 In some countries specific structures for formal 
consultation with national governments set up 

 Tripartite or bilateral meetings with national governments 
 In some cases Semester-related issues discussed in 

parliamentary committees 
 Sometimes only written contributions are produced 
 Assisting in COM fact-finding missions in MS 
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What we (think we) know 
National trade unions and the Semester  
 

 Again, outcomes of involvement difficult to assess 
 Different degrees of regularity and quality 
 National reform Programmes 

 social partners involved in their elaboration in almost all MS 
 often consultation is regular, but of low quality (e.g., not 

enough time is provided).  
 other countries: consultation irregular, unbalanced and with 

insufficient time allocated (Eurofound, 2017)  
 as a result, only a ‘significant’ degree of influence on the 

NRPs in only five EU countries 
 CSR’s: only two concrete examples of actual influence of the SP 

Finland and Sweden (wage setting) 
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What we (think we) know 
National trade unions and the Semester  
 

 In sum: national Social partners are informed about 
government initiatives concerning the Semester in 
most MS.  

 However, real and regular consultation takes place in 
only a few countries, and its quality is not always 
satisfactory  

 Level of involvement of SP influenced by  
 National social partner's resources  
 The country’s fiscal situation (‘tight leash’) 
 Political situation 
 ! Model of industrial relations 
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What we (think we) know 
National trade unions and the Semester  

 More recently 
 increasing awareness of importance of 

Semester and a growing willingness to engage 
on both sides of industry 
 Country Reports ‘out of scope’ (focus on CSR & NRP) 
 But rarely used (publicly) in negotiations/national 

debates 

 increasing willingness of the European 
institutions to directly contact national social 
partners 
 Amongst others through COM ‘European Semester 

Officers’ 
 But very different practices between ESO’s  
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What we (think we) know 
National trade unions and the Semester  

 More recently (cont.) 
 Introduction of national “Trade Union Semester 

Officers” (TUSLOs)  
 liaising with the Commission on its activities in the 

MS  
 coordinating national and European social partner 

Semester activities 

 In sum, interest and involvement in Semester by 
national TU prudently on the rise 
 but with a lot of variation between countries 
 Uncertain outcomes/impact 

 Listened to, but still not heard ? 
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What we do not know 
1. Role of social partners in ‘hard core’ of Semester 
• MIP, fiscal policy  

 
2. The most important venues of influence for SP  
• How much influence do they achieve – or even want to achieve? 
 
3. The role & influence of employers’ organizations?  
• Largely understudied 
 
4. What are the procedures for coordinating national & sectoral 
organisations? 
• Research focused a lot at the confederal level 
 
5. The role of national social dialogue structures  
• How do they determine the involvement of trade unions  
 in the Semester?   
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This is what we try to find out… 

 
 

With your help! 
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National Trade Union Involvement  
Listened to, but (still) not heard ? 

 Trade unions and the European Semester 
 

Your feedback most welcome, now or at  
 

vanhercke@ose.be  
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