Follow up to the European Parliament Resolution on the agenda for new skills and jobs, adopted by the Commission on 17 January 2012
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the Resolution and of requests made in it:

While fully supporting the Commission’s flagship initiative under Europe 2020, Parliament asks the Commission to step up employment policy in the following areas:

· education and training: Parliament considers that the qualifications and skills of all age groups should be strengthened. Reinforcing human capital and employability by updating skills will put Europe on the path to recovery;

· flexicurity: the Resolution stresses that national flexicurity arrangements must be reviewed in the light of the new socio-economic contexts, maintained, where appropriate, strengthened and adapted to the specific needs of each individual Member State, while strengthening poverty-proof social and unemployment protection;

· job quality and working conditions: measures should be taken to reconcile work and family life and reform the organisation and quality of work.

7.
Response to the requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

As the Annual Growth Survey (AGS) 2012 makes clear, the Commission takes great care to ensure that economic and social policies are properly coordinated. It is attentive to the importance of education and active labour market policies for economic performance (paragraphs 6 and 98). The 2012 AGS stresses that the Member States should strive to prioritise this type of growth-enhancing expenditure in their efforts to consolidate their budgets (paragraphs 16, 22, 25 and 32) along with the need for more active skills policy and more strategic thinking on industrial restructuring to tackle structural unemployment and spur job creation (paragraph 3).

Furthermore, as the Commission Work Programme for 2012 announced, the Commission’s umbrella communication will set out its contribution to a growth- and job-rich economy, building on the flagship initiatives adopted under Europe 2020 (and in particular "An Agenda for New Skills and Jobs" and "Youth on the Move") and linking up with the orientations in the 2012 AGS (paragraphs 1, 3, 7, 50 and 71).

Implementing structural labour market reforms
The Commission will set out concrete proposals for addressing the economic challenges facing Europe with a view to reducing labour market segmentation and supporting labour market transitions (paragraphs 67 and 72). It has taken big steps to gather information: the November 2011 stakeholder conference allowed stock to be taken of implementation of flexicurity and challenges to be identified (paragraphs 10 and 66).

The Commission shares Parliament’s view on the need to step up promotion of social dialogue across Europe while respecting the social partners’ autonomy. President Barroso confirmed this in his State of the Union address on 28 September 2011 when he expressed the need to boost the quality of social dialogue at European level (paragraph 68). The Commission also takes note of Parliament's recommendation to invite the European social partners to use the procedure laid down in Article 155(2) TFEU for matters covered by Article 153 TFEU, but emphasises that any Commission proposal for a Council decision must be based on a joint request from the signatory parties. The Commission will continue to support capacity-building actions, in particular focusing on national social partner organisations, in order to enhance their capacity to negotiate and ensure proper implementation of EU social dialogue outcomes at national level (paragraph 69).

Active inclusion is the Commission's main policy approach to encouraging the Member States to promote the reintegration of people furthest from the mainstream of work and life. It advocates the combining of assistance to help people find and take up work with the effective income support and access to quality social services that this requires. This approach covers people excluded from work for a number of reasons, and can therefore apply to disabled people who are able to work and want to do so. Furthermore, the active inclusion strategy calls for adequate income support not only to help those without jobs but also to tackle in-work poverty (paragraphs 73 and 74).

As announced in the Communication on the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs, the Commission has already started the consultation on the review and streamlining of the policy concept of quality of work with the Member States and the social partners. The first round of technical discussions took place in the Employment Committee (EMCO). The Commission’s next step will be to hold a similar technical debate on indicators with the social partners (paragraphs 91 and 96).

In its Strategy for equality between women and men 2010-2015
, the Commission undertook to support the promotion of gender equality in the implementation of all aspects and flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 Strategy. In this respect, it is the Commission's firm intention to place more emphasis on the importance of involving women on the labour market to a greater extent in monitoring and following up national policies presented by the Member States in their National Reform Programmes. Several of the country-specific recommendations adopted on 12 July 2011 focus on issues relating to the promotion of gender equality on the labour market: the need for available and affordable childcare services (and full-day schools), more flexible working arrangements, change of taxation and fiscal treatment of second earners, and the need to combat the gender pay gap. The Commission is currently taking stock of progress in implementing the country-specific recommendations. The AGS emphasises the need to shift taxation from labour in order to increase second earners’ participation.

Equal pay for equal work and work of equal value is also one of the priorities in the Commission Strategy for equality between women and men 2010-2015. In 2009 the Commission launched an information campaign on the gender pay gap, which is still running. This action has been accompanied by the inception of European Equal Pay Day, which will be held each year to increase awareness of the extra days that a woman is required to work in Europe in order to earn the same salary as a man during a full year of work. The first was held on 5 March 2011. The Commission also launched a study in 2010 to assess the economic and social impact of certain legislative and non-legislative ways of tackling the gender pay gap. Lastly, it will launch an awareness-raising campaign on the gender pay gap at company level (paragraphs 80, 82, 85, 88 and 89).

Since the Commission put forward its proposal for a new Equal Treatment Directive
 in 2008, the text has been discussed continuously in the Council. However, in accordance with Article 19 TFEU, unanimity in the Council is required for the Directive to be adopted. While many Member States generally support the proposal for a Directive but have concerns regarding technical aspects, some Member States have voiced more fundamental objections. The Commission has worked very closely with every Council Presidency since 2008 to address the Member States' concerns on technical issues and will continue to offer all possible support to make progress and overcome technical and political difficulties (paragraph 83).
Anticipating economic change and promoting job creation

Education and training

The financial and economic crisis has led to a strong increase in unemployment in the EU, and young people are the group suffering most. The Youth Opportunities Initiative presented by the Commission on 20 December builds on the Europe 2020 flagship initiatives 'Youth on the Move' and 'New Skills for New Jobs', the June 2011 Council Conclusions on youth employment and the Council Recommendations on early school-leavers. The Initiative calls for cooperation between the Member States, the social partners and other stakeholders to get unemployed young people who have left school or training without obtaining an upper secondary level education back to school or into a vocational training fitting the labour market’s needs; and to ensure that young people who have a diploma but cannot find a job get their first work experience. The Initiative addresses three areas in particular: greater use of the European Social Fund for youth employment measures; innovative approaches to supporting youth employment and supporting young people’s mobility on the labour market.
The Commission promotes better cooperation between the worlds of work, education and training (paragraphs 18 and 28). It supports business-university collaboration through the creation of "knowledge alliances" (end of 2011) to develop new curricula addressing innovation skill gaps. 'Erasmus for all' will support strategic partnerships between education and business to ensure that young students can acquire the mix of skills that the labour market demands (paragraphs 21 and 38). It will strengthen mobility among students and therefore enable them to acquire a wider range of skills (paragraphs 20 and 21). The programme includes an ambitious increase of more than 70% in the budget compared to existing financing in these fields (paragraph 16). The increase underlines the priority given to investing in knowledge and skills to support job creation and growth in Europe. It should ensure that more people benefit from EU grants to study or train abroad; it should also promote cooperation between governments, educational institutions, businesses and other partners, and support the policy reforms needed to modernise education systems and promote innovation, entrepreneurship and employability. A communication on the internationalisation of higher education is planned in 2013 (paragraphs 17, 18 and 38). Since the launch of Leonardo da Vinci in 1995, more than 750 000 vocational education and training (VET) trainees and professionals have been trained abroad. Evidence shows strong benefits for VET learners, including the transversal skills essential to a successful transition to work. "Erasmus for All" provides for greater funding for the training of VET learners abroad, with emphasis on placements in enterprises (paragraph 20).

As part of the European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020), the Commission supports the Member States in work to complete the development of comprehensive national lifelong learning strategies, paying particular attention to partnership with stakeholders, skills development of low-skilled adults, measures to increase access to lifelong learning and the integration of lifelong learning services (guidance, validation, etc.). The Commission will present a policy handbook on access to and participation in continuous VET (paragraph 15).

On 20 December 2011 the Commission presented a proposal for legislation on the recognition of professional qualifications. This aims inter alia at reinforcing the recognition of qualifications, notably through a renewed concept of common platforms. It also provides for better account to be taken of experience gained through informal and non-formal training. The overwhelming majority of contributions to the Green Paper on the modernisation of the Professional Qualifications Directive called for the maintenance of the existing system as far as third-country qualifications are concerned, and the legislative proposal does not introduce any changes into this system.

The Commission has commissioned a study on the impact of recent educational reforms on the recognition of qualifications, especially concerning the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) and European credit transfer system (ECTS). The study, published on 31 October 2011, concludes that the EQF system is not yet mature enough to serve as a basis for the recognition of professional qualifications. The European Credit System for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET) system needs also further development before it can be considered for use as a tool for the recognition of qualifications. The Commission will, however, follow the development of these tools (paragraph 43). To put ECVET into practice, the Commission supports the Member States, the social partners and relevant stakeholders: it funds the testing of projects, provides publications and workshops and intends to introduce a ECVET Logo community of practice in 2012 to give visibility to institutions (specifically in the field of geographical mobility) which are keen to implement ECVET within a reliable partnership.

In 2011 the Commission proposed a benchmark on employability to monitor how education and training systems improve the employability of students. It also takes greater care of evidence-based policy-making: a study to examine the key factors affecting the employability of higher-education graduates will provide evidence for peer-learning activities on improving transitions from education to the labour market; a study concerning obstacles to learning mobility conducted by the Eurydice network is under way and will provide new policy-relevant evidence in late 2012 (paragraph 42).

The Commission is moving ahead with the development of the EU Skills Panorama to increase transparency and mobility on European labour markets: the first online version will be available in the fourth quarter of 2012 (paragraph 14). The Panorama will contribute to better monitoring of current and future skill demand and mismatches at sector level by collecting and giving access to national sectoral quantitative data and qualitative information on skills needs and mismatches. The Commission also supports the financing of a European pilot employer's survey to be conducted by the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) in 2012 and which will provide detailed information at sector level on tasks and skills needed by employers (paragraph 26).

European sector skills councils are contributing to improved labour market intelligence on labour market requirements and evolution in relation to skills and provide a platform for discussion and exchanges between the social partners, education and training providers and national sector skills councils (paragraphs 17 and 18). The first European Sector Skills Council on textiles, clothing and leather sectors was launched officially in December 2011. For 2012 the Commission will provide funding to 15 different sectors involved in various stages for the establishment of such councils (paragraphs 24 and 27).

Horizon 2020, the new funding programme for research and innovation, is designed to deliver ideas, growth and jobs for the future. The skills component of the programme will be reinforced, notably through the Marie Curie Actions. In 2012 the Commission will adopt a proposal for the completion of the European Research Area (paragraph 8).

The Commission is tackling the shortfall of IT professionals through several actions, in particular by supporting exchanges of good practice in the development of digital competences and proposing a common framework for recognising and certifying the ICT competences of users and practitioners. It has also proposed the inclusion of "digital literacy and competences" as a priority in the European Social Fund Regulation for 2014-20. This would open up an important source of financing. As digital literacy training predominantly takes place outside formal education systems, the Commission is supporting digital inclusion actors in their training efforts (digitally excluded groups comprising older people, low-skilled, unemployed, etc.), e.g. through financing available for capacity-building and best practice exchange (paragraph 47).

Attention in the Digital Agenda for Europe flagship initiative focuses on fostering higher participation in ICT by young women and women returners. Although many digital inclusion initiatives
 primarily aim to equip first-time users with digital skills, they also often train people to become IT professionals and are important in spreading awareness of the issue in society. In accordance with Innovative Union commitments, the Member States should have had strategies in place by the end of 2011 to train enough researchers to meet their national R&D targets. The Commission will analyse these strategies in the spring 2012 Researchers Report and identify the most effective measures to address the researchers' deficit (paragraph 37).

Promoting job creation
Three main policy areas have been found to be effective in creating the right framework conditions for stimulating job creation (paragraphs 6, 49 and 64): addressing administrative and legal obstacles to hiring and firing workers in the framework of flexicurity, and promoting business creation and self-employment (paragraphs 52 and 61); reducing non-wage labour costs to stimulate labour demand in existing businesses; moving from informal or undeclared work to regular employment; this aspect also reflects the relevance accorded by the Europe 2020 Strategy to creating not only more, but also better jobs (paragraph 58).
The Commission places great emphasis on improving the conditions for financing SMEs. In December 2011 it accordingly proposed a Programme for the Competitiveness of Enterprises and SMEs (COSME). This will make an important contribution to the Union’s ability to meet the goals of Europe 2020, in particular in terms of creating growth and jobs. It will run from 2014 to 2020 with a proposed budget of €2.5 billion (at current prices). COSME will focus on facilitating SMEs’ access to financing, creating an environment that is favourable to enterprise creation and growth, encouraging an entrepreneurial culture in Europe, strengthening sustainable competitiveness in EU enterprises, and supporting the internationalisation of SMEs and improving their access to markets. COSME will build on the proven record of the current Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme (CIP) in terms of turnover generated and jobs created (paragraphs 49, 52 and 64).

In the area of risk capital in particular, the EU market is fragmented along national lines. In order to foster an integrated market, in December 2011 the Commission proposed a new legislative regime for the creation of a European venture capital passport which will allow venture capital fund managers to raise capital and market their funds across the EU (paragraph 56).

The 2012 Annual Growth Survey calls on the Member States to promote business creation and self-employment, including social entrepreneurship, by improving quality support systems and promoting entrepreneurial skills. The Commission is aware that the growth potential of the social business model in the Single Market is not being exploited fully. For that reason it presented a Social Business Initiative
, which provides a short-term action plan to stimulate the creation, development and growth of social businesses (paragraph 79).

The Commission will continue to work in close cooperation with the Member States to ensure that all young people in education can develop entrepreneurial mindsets and skills that will lead to increased employability, the promotion of self-employment and more and better business start-ups. In particular, it will support the upgrading of skills of teachers in delivering entrepreneurship education through a series of transnational workshops and specific projects on a European scale. Furthermore, to contribute to the upgrading of skills of new entrepreneurs and the internationalisation of European SMEs, the Commission will continue to run the mobility scheme “Erasmus for Entrepreneurs”, an exchange programme which promotes entrepreneurship by giving new or aspiring entrepreneurs the chance to learn from experienced entrepreneurs running small businesses in other European Union countries (paragraph 52).

The Commission believes that traineeships and apprenticeships can play a crucial role in the transition of young people from school to the world of work. As part of the 'Young Opportunities Initiative' the Commission will continue to work to increase the quantity while enhancing the quality of traineeships in the EU with a view to improving young career starters’ chances of getting into the labour market. These will need to comply with specified quality requirements. The Commission will seek in particular to ensure that such traineeships put a lot of emphasis on learning. It will prepare a study on "successful" work-based learning models and propose a quality framework for traineeships that in particular addresses the legal and administrative obstacles to transnational placements (paragraphs 41, 48 and 75). It will also explore the possibility of providing incentives to businesses to offer more traineeship positions (paragraph 28). It also plans to present a panorama of traineeship and apprenticeship arrangements in the 27 Member States in 2012. This overview will increase transparency of the way traineeships and apprenticeships currently are organised throughout the EU for all parties involved and may contribute to evidence-based policy exchange in this field (paragraph 42).

Promoting geographical mobility across the EU

The Commission uses EURES, the European Job Mobility Portal, to disseminate information on jobs and learning opportunities in Europe. The Commission proposal on reforming the European Employment Services (EURES) will aim to: (1) improve access to employment opportunities and facilitate job creation by establishing EURES as matching placement and recruitment tool for labour mobility across Europe; (2) expand EURES to support the new "Your First EURES Job" scheme; (3) reflect the case-law of the European Court of Justice on placement services which will need to be opened up to private employment services while widening the range of EURES partners. This may involve amending Regulation (EEC) No 1612/1968 (paragraph 14).

EURES aims to provide practical information to, and identify employment opportunities for, nationals from 31 European countries. Nevertheless, as the information is freely available on the Internet, EURES is used throughout the world by people seeking employment in the EU. Consideration will therefore be given to allowing EU delegations to increase the visibility of EURES through their websites and by distributing material in order to provide information on skills needed in the EU and the jobs available. In the same vein, in November 2011 the Commission launched the EU Immigration Portal which aims to provide practical information on migration issues (paragraph 45).

The Commission takes great care to ensure that EU law on free movement of workers and coordination of social security schemes is applied effectively and to promote more effective channels of communication between mobile workers and State services to give workers full access to information on their rights and obligations. In this connection, it is committed to exploring, where necessary, how to include an enforcement dimension in existing EU rules (Regulation (EEC) No 1612/68 as codified by Regulation (EU) No 492/2011 – EU secondary law on free movement of workers) in order to help people to be better informed and to fully exercise their rights. The objective is to ensure that the current rules are effective and to contribute better to doing away with obstacles by presenting an EU initiative by the end of the second half of 2012.

The Commission is also considering presenting a new revised proposal on portability of supplementary pensions in 2012. The White Paper on pensions, which is due to be published in January, will say more on this, but the Green Paper responses strongly support a solution based on setting minimum standards for the acquisition and preservation of supplementary pension rights (paragraph 57).

Financial instruments
The Commission has proposed new Regulations for the Structural Funds for 2004-20. It has proposed establishing a common strategic framework at EU level and partnership contracts with each Member State to ensure constructive coordination of the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund, and the Cohesion Fund. The ESF of the future is to concentrate inter alia on education and training, alongside investment in employment and social inclusion. A specific investment priority is dedicated to social economy. Cohesion policy allocations will continue to be based on GDP per capita and GNI per capita for the Cohesion Fund (paragraph 61). The Commission proposal for the ESF of the future highlights the Fund’s contribution to supporting a resource-efficient economy through employment, education and training activity. ERDF allocations will be earmarked to support energy efficiency (paragraph 62).
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