
 

  

 
 

 

 

     With the support of the European Commission 

 

Conference Report 

Public service trade unions – effective intervention 
in the European Semester 

 

The conference took place in Brussels on 8-9 October 2018 and was the first main event of a 
two-year project funded by the European Commission. The project is being coordinated by 
the EPSU public service trade union federation in partnership with the ETUCE education 
federation, the European Social Observatory (OSE) and University of Nottingham (UoN). 
There were 68 participants at the conference including 38 representatives of 29 national 
public service and education trade unions from 14 countries. There is a short report of the 
conference on the EPSU website which includes links to all the presentations. 
 

Welcome from EPSU and ETUCE  
 
Susan Flocken, European Director, ETUCE, welcomed participants, highlighting the pressure on public 
services and public finances in the aftermath of the economic and financial crisis. She said that an 
important step had been taken with the proclamation of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) and 
the push for the European Semester to be used as a tool for social convergence across European 
countries. In light of the forthcoming European Parliament elections, Susan stressed the need for clear 
trade union demands to counter rising extreme right-wing policies, underlining that cooperation was 
key to strengthen the trade unions’ voice and demands. She was very positive about the project and the 
cooperation with EPSU, OSE and the University of Nottingham. 
 
Richard Pond, EPSU, gave a short description of the project stressing the context and evolution of the 
Semester. He argued that the Semester had hitherto focused on controlling debt and deficit levels of 
Member States, thus with a potential to impact strongly on public finances and on the quality of the 
public services. With the Semester becoming a central instrument of European and national policy-
making, Richard said there was a growing need to determine whether the Semester was shifting 
towards a social convergence based on affordable and quality public services or if it was still prioritising 
budgetary and fiscal responsibility over public services’ quality and provision. 
 

Public services and the European Semester 
 
Howard Stevenson, University of Nottingham, gave an overview of the Semester and the importance of 
ensuring that trade unions in public services and education play an active role in the process. In a period 
of economic recovery and after many years of austerity and focus on fiscal consolidation, he argued that 
the EU is aiming to rebalance economic and social priorities. Howard added that references to 
affordable, accessible and quality services have been made in the most recent Country Specific 
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Recommendations (CSRs), but they are counterbalanced by CSRs that target fiscal responsibility, 
sustainability, economic resilience and efficiency in public services, with social objectives seeming to be 
used more to reinforce economic objectives.  
 
Jeroen Jutte, Head of Unit, DG EMPL, presented the EU’s macroeconomic situation and described the 
European Semester process. He echoed the idea that social, fiscal and macroeconomic policies reinforce 
each other but stated that the European Commission does not impose policies or reforms through the 
Semester, which is a system of coordination functioning through dialogue, argument and administrative 
engagement. Jeroen explained that the process aims at building a “shared understanding” through 
informal and formal consultations with social partners at European level (e.g. on the Annual Growth 
Survey) and at national level (e.g. fact-finding missions, reviews for the European Council’s Employment 
Committee, etc.). He gave an overview of the 2018 County-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) for each 
policy area, with education, pensions and healthcare featuring prominently. In the coming Semester, he 
said that more focus will be placed on the use of the European Structural and Investment Fund (ESIF) 
2021-2027 and the investment needs across regions. The Reform Delivery Tool and Technical Assistance 
for reform implementation would also be important with the aim to focus on capacity and quality public 
services as drivers of growth.  
 
Guillaume Afellat, Social Affairs Advisor, European CEEP public service employers’ organisation, 
reminded participants of the consequences of austerity programmes on social dialogue. Though 
improvements in terms of upwards social convergence are visible at European level, a clearer picture of 
Member States’ implementation of CSRs at national level is still needed. He emphasised the importance 
of social partners’ involvement in the Semester, as they can give the most accurate picture of the 
situation in the different countries. 
 
Richard Pond, EPSU, said that if the impact of the crisis is to be mitigated and social convergence to be 
reached, then public investment has to be increased to pre-crisis levels. He argued that from the early 
phase of the yearly cycle (e.g the AGS), a greater focus on the importance of public investment in public 
services is needed, rather than references to public-private partnerships, or even to the Juncker’s 
European Fund for Strategic Investments, as mechanisms to fill in the public investment gaps.  
 
Discussion: Participants discussed social partners’ room for manoeuvre, given that many national 
governments do not properly inform them or citizens about the European Semester. It was suggested 
that it would be useful to focus on well-functioning progressive tax systems to increase the revenue 
base of Member States and so improve financing of public services rather than relying on private 
sources. The scope and functioning of the Reform Delivery Tool was also discussed. 
 

Trade unions and the European Semester 
 
Bart Vanhercke, Director, OSE, provided an overview of the Semester, and of the ‘re-balancing’ process. 
He presented OSE’s earlier research findings, highlighting that, currently, social partners have more 
influence on the fact-finding missions than on the overall policy orientations. Bart said that 
consultations within Member States are often of low quality, being irregular, unbalanced and with 
insufficient time allocated. He added that trade unions’ resources, Member States’ fiscal and political 
situations and the model of industrial relations of the different countries also affect the level of social 
partners’ involvement. The information on social partners’ influence over the Semester and on the 
impact of national social dialogue on the Semester remained unclear. 
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Marco Cilento, Senior Advisor, European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), outlined how the ETUC 
was coordinating trade union actions around the European Semester, including the establishment of a 
network of national Trade Union Semester Liaison Officers (TUSLO), who regularly contribute to both 
the national phases of the Semester and feed into the EU-level dialogue. He explained the need for 
better integrating sectoral views and demands into the AGS. Marco said that the ETUC was aiming to 
reinforce the dialogue between trade unions and national governments on the Semester, highlighting 
that this process must be more transparent and involve social partners before the elaboration of 
documents. 
 
Discussion: Participants discussed whether the CSRs actually encourage countries to devise new policies, 
or if the countries only implement those CSRs which already fit with national objectives. The Semester 
was deemed to have an influence, but there was a concern that there are not enough public resources 
to support the CSRs’ implementation. In the complex and rapid yearly Semester cycle, social dialogue 
risks not to be as meaningful as it is supposed to be on these matters.  

Country panels 

A series of country panel discussions made up an important part of the conference, focusing 
on the five countries – Denmark, France, Ireland, Italy and Latvia – that had been chosen as 
the case studies for the two-year project. Each panel was introduced by a researcher from 
OSE or UoN and there were then contributions from European Semester officers, public 
service trade unionists and representatives of national trade union confederations.  

France 
Ramon Peña-Casas, OSE, presented the macro-economic context and the main axes of CSRs addressed 
to France, including those on the reduction of and cost-efficiency in public spending and on vocational 
education and training. He also outlined the involvement of social partners in the National Reform 
Programme. 

 
Agnès Thibault, European Semester Officer France, described public spending patterns and barriers to 
access the labour market in France. She explained how the French government addressed the 
implementation of CSRs, praising the involvement of social partners. She highlighted that sectoral level 
consultation takes place only in the education sector and identified as problematic the fact that French 
MPs are generally unaware of the Semester. 
 
Sébastien Dupuch, Force Ouvrière trade union confederation and ETUC TUSLO, presented a positive 
image of social partners’ consultation and involvement in the Semester, explaining how rebalancing in 
policy making gives hope for the social dimension to be recognized in the Semester. He added that In 
France, the European Pillar of Social Rights is recognised but not truly implemented at national level.  
 
Dominic Pognon, CGT-SP public services federation, recognised the confederations’ involvement in the 
Semester. He said, however, that reform proposals do not reflect the social partners’ demands, even if 
they are consulted before reforms are adopted and implemented. He added that few trade unionists are 
aware of the Semester, and they would be apprehensive about discussing this topic as it is associated 
with the negative image of the Commission’s technocratic response to the crisis. 
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Discussion: Participants discussed the importance of having input into the Country Reports that were 
key to the content of the Country-Specific Recommendations. This reinforced the importance of trade 
union participation in the Semester at national level, stressing that more efforts are needed to improve 
the EU-level involvement. There was a feeling that, although there was a correlation between the 
Semester and national policy choices, no direct link could be drawn. 
 

Ireland  
Howard Stevenson, University of Nottingham, introduced the Irish case, emphasising the legacy of the 
economic crisis on the country and the deep impact on social dialogue. Noting that Ireland only entered 
the Semester process in 2014, he offered an overview of the CSRs, showing how they focused on fiscal 
responsibility but also, more recently, on the quality of investment in identified areas in public services. 
 
Patrick O’Riordan, European Semester Officer Ireland, described the dire Irish situation during and 
after the crisis, which is reflected in the Irish Country Report and CSRs. He said that the Irish government 
is committed to including social partners in the Semester, as it understands the importance of sharing 
best practices and benchmarking against other EU countries. 
 
Richy Carrothers, Forsa, public services union, also highlighted the dire economic situation that the 
country had faced. He said that while the trade unions were in contact with the government, the 
content of CSRs and government policies have not reflected trade unions’ demands. Richy described the 
Semester as a system with broad objectives on the one hand but rather technocratic, bureaucratic and 
slow-paced on the other. 
 
Discussion: panellists and participants offered examples of how the Semester influenced Irish policy-
making. It was argued that the Semester focused on some areas because of their link to the economy 
and not because of social convergence purposes. 
 

Italy 
Sebastiano Sabato, OSE, introduced the Italian macro-economic situation since the crisis and the 
context of austerity measures leading to CSRs focusing on spending reviews, liberalisation of public 
services, increased efficiency in public administration and the use of performance indicators in public 
services. 
 
Salvatore Marra, CGIL trade union confederation and ETUC TUSLO, stressed the need for a 
fundamental change to implement the European Pillar of Social Rights through the Semester, as this 
latter is still perceived as an instrument for implementing austerity programmes. He argued that social 
partners are scarcely involved in the process and this is reflected in the limited analysis, with CSRs not 
reflecting the social partners’ views and demands. 
 
Nicoletta Grieco, FP-CGIL public services federation, added that not only is social dialogue at national 
level limited, with social partners not involved in the Semester consultations, but also that reforms have 
impacted trade unions themselves. She said that key issues such as labour shortages caused by a freeze 
on hiring new staff don’t feature in the CSRs. 
 
Antonio Marchini, FP-CGIL, stated that the public sector has been seriously affected by cuts, 
compounded by the ageing workforce and block on recruitment of new staff with citizens facing lack of 
access to affordable healthcare. 
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Discussion: Participants acknowledged the deterioration of social dialogue and collective bargaining in 
Italy, a situation exacerbated by the trade unions’ limited resources. It was suggested that the European 
Commission has a closer look at collective bargaining in Italy. However, this cannot be achieved without 
ensuring consistency in the CSRs, namely supporting investment in public services and including social 
partners in policy-making, while reducing pressures for efficiency in the public services. 
 

Denmark  
Howard Stevenson, University of Nottingham, presented a generally positive macroeconomic outlook 
for Denmark, while recognising that labour shortages are emerging, participation and completion rates 
in vocational education and training are low and the employability of disadvantage groups remains a 
challenge. He suggested that the low number of CSRs for Denmark raises questions about the overall 
relevance of the Semester in Denmark. 
 
Torbjörn Olausson, European Semester Officer Denmark, confirmed Denmark’s strong economic 
position and emphasised the importance of the independence of Danish collective bargaining 
procedures and the extent of discussions, events and fact-finding missions to which social partners had 
been invited. However, he did admit that there was a general lack of awareness about the Semester in 
Denmark. 
 
Per Brøgger Jensen, FOA public services union, emphasised the need for trade unions to exert influence 
on the Semester. He questioned whether the Semester had an impact on the measures related to local 
budget cuts and argued that Denmark lacks the economic framework to implement the CSRs, given how 
cuts in the public sector are being constantly encouraged. 
 
Discussion: Representatives of Danish trade unions confirmed that there is a willingness to interact with 
the Commission and governmental officials within the Semester framework, but that their views are 
often not given sufficient consideration. 

 

Latvia  
Lesley Hagger-Vaughan, University of Nottingham, outlined how efforts to achieve macroeconomic 
stability in Latvia had been achieved at high social cost. She said that both the Country Reports and CSRs 
for Latvia focused on the consolidation of public budgets and the need for improving the quality and 
efficiency of spending. 
 
Agnese Dagile, European Semester Officer Latvia, recognised Latvia’s improving situation, and the 
increased ability to tackle social issues in the period of economic recovery. She praised the 
strengthening of cooperation between all partners in the Semester context. Even though social partners’ 
involvement is not structured, Agnese said that they are invited to the fact-finding missions by the 
European Commission, and participate in different public conferences and consultations on the 
Semester. 
 
Liga Barina, LVSADA health trade union, agreed that social partners are engaged by the government 
structures for consultation, and that the CSRs are used by trade unions to substantiate their claims 
before the government. 
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Martins Svirskis, LBAS trade union confederation, described a good social dialogue in Latvia also in the 
Semester context, with social partners being involved in the development of the County Report and 
National Reform Programme. 
 
Discussion: Participants discussed how trade unions could turn CSRs into an important tool to advance 
their proposals towards the government. However, some participants raised concerns about the fact 
that the analysis underpinning the CSRs is mostly done by the European Commission. 
 

European Social Dialogue and the European Semester 
 
Inga Pavlovaite, independent researcher working on a joint project for EPSU and the CEMR local 
government employers’ organisation, explained that 76% of CSRs were relevant to the local and 
regional government level. She reported that social partners’ involvement mostly focused on 
information and consultation, rather than on defining, implementing and monitoring reforms. Inga also 
referred to trade unions’ lack of timely and complete information, being invited too late for 
consultations or even the absence of formal coordination mechanisms. 
 
Daniel Wisniewski, EFEE European education employers’ federation, presented the EFEE and its diverse 
network of members. He argued that the European Pillar of Social Rights has the potential to bring a 
significant change within the Semester, opening space for a greater engagement. He pointed to the 
challenge of insufficient resources to engage effectively, but emphasised EFEE’s efforts to raise the 
awareness of education employer organisations about the Semester and to ease their involvement on 
the subject through the European social dialogue in education as a joint priority of the social partners. 
 
Paola Cammilli, ETUCE, stressed the complementarity between national and European social dialogue, 
explaining how the European level social dialogue in education raised awareness on the Semester, 
making social partners understand that this is an agenda-setting process, but part of the work had to be 
conducted at national level. She added that the education social partners cooperated with DG EAC to set 
up national consultations on the country reports on education and training with a view to developing a 
long-term strategy to enhance education social dialogue in the context of the Semester, and preparing 
their intervention throughout an entire Semester cycle.  
 
Mathias Maucher, policy staff for health and social services at EPSU, emphasised the importance of 
trade unions allying and speaking with a common voice at the European level, while using article 154 of 
the EU Treaty as a basis for improving the social partners’ negotiating position. He said that social 
partners must be involved for the CSRs to be tailored on the needs of the countries and that they need 
more resources to do that. 
 
Sanita Škiltere, CEMR European local government employers’ organisation, stressed the need to 
strengthen local government organisations’ involvement in the Semester to avoid neglecting local 
government issues which have more limited resources to engage in the face of central government 
involvement. Under these circumstances, she hoped that these issues would be addressed in the 
upcoming cycles of the European Semester. Moreover, Sanita suggested a simplification of the 
technocratic vocabulary used in the Semester, as people need to understand the process to properly 
engage with it. 
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Discussion Participants expressed hopes for more political support for social partners to have a richer 
and more diverse social dialogue. However, political support must be complemented with financial 
support. The fiscal space of local and regional governments for example is highlighted as a prerequisite 
for meaningful social dialogue. Participants echoed the difficulty of strengthening trade unions’ 
engagement within the Semester at times of scarce financial and organizational resources. 
 

Moving towards a more social Semester?  

Sebastiano Sabato, Researcher, OSE, reflected on the ambitious EU social agenda, but drew attention to 
the need to monitor whether the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) can effectively balance the 
dominance of macroeconomic and fiscal targets and procedures. So far, the ‘socialisation’ of the 
Semester had been constrained by a stronger emphasis on fiscal and budgetary targets.  
 
Discussion: Participants debated the binding character of the fiscal CSRs – deriving from the Stability 
and Growth Pact - as opposed to the social CSRs, originating in the Europe 2020 strategy framework. 
They also discussed how the EU needs to focus more on the social dimension to counter Euroscepticism 
and address the political consequences of the economic crisis and austerity measures. It was argued 
that the EPSR can be used by trade unions as a lever of change, exerting pressure on the European 
Commission and national governments. 
 
 

 


