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Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:

The main objective of the European Parliament's resolution is to influence the general policy guidance by the March European Council. The resolution highlights that in the context of the European Semester, there is a need for a greater interaction between employment, social and economic policies. In particular it calls for the following eight key messages to be submitted to the Spring European Council and in their context it introduces calls on the Commission:

· Paragraphs 4-8 - Europe 2020 objectives remain valid and should be accordingly considered in the European Council's conclusions; the commitments set in 2012 National Reform Programmes (NRPs) were not sufficient, and the 2013 NRPs should be more ambitious; the EU funds should be guaranteed for measures aiming at reaching Europe 2020 objectives;

· Paragraphs 9-11 - More emphasis should be put on job creation through structural reforms and growth-targeted investments; the National Job Plans were a missed opportunity in 2012; they should be considered much more seriously in the 2013 process; Member States should focus on job creation measures;

· Paragraphs 12-15 - Tackling youth unemployment should remain a priority for 2013; special attention should be paid to the situation of NEETs (not in employment, education or training); Member States are invited to show financial solidarity in the development of strategies for NEETs towards Member States with limited fiscal space;

· Paragraphs 16-19 - Labour markets should be more adaptive and dynamic; imbalances especially in employment and social indicators are widening; and austerity measures should not compromise job quality, nor social protection and health and safety standards;

· Paragraphs 20-23 - Investments in education and training should be guaranteed;

· Paragraphs 24-26 - More attention should be paid to the worsening of the social situation of EU citizens; poverty and social exclusion should be addressed in the forthcoming country-specific recommendations;

· Paragraphs 27-34 - Pursuing proportionate and differentiated growth-friendly fiscal consolidation while ensuring economic recovery and job creation;

· Paragraphs 35-37 - Strengthening democratic legitimacy and involvement of civil society. In particular, the European Parliament asks for the European Parliament and national parliaments to play a much more prominent role in the European Semester to guarantee democratic legitimacy.

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:

I. Europe 2020 objectives
Regarding the call on the Commission to deliver a report on the Europe 2020 progress in time for the Spring European Council meeting [paragraph 4], the Commission reported comprehensively on progress in relation to the Europe 2020 strategy in the European Semester package of June 2012, which covered notably the progress made in reaching the national Europe 2020 targets as well as an update on targets for the European Union. The next update on progress towards the targets will be provided in the package of country-specific recommendations due in May 2013.

II. Job creation through structural reforms and growth-targeted investments
The Commission shares the view that more emphasis should be put on job creation through structural reforms and growth-targeted investments.

In the guidance provided to the Member States, the Commission has requested that the fourth section of the National Reform Programme reports on the measures taken/to be taken to achieve national Europe 2020 targets. In particular, in relation to the Europe 2020 employment headline target, Member States are invited to outline their National Job Plans covering employment, labour market, education and skills, including job-creating measures targeting specific sectors such as the green, ICT and health-care sectors, and measures addressing the implementation of the youth opportunities initiative and youth guarantee [paragraph 10].

As far as the call on the Commission to work with the Member States to ensure that fiscal consolidation does not hinder employment creation measures and growth-promoting policies, and do not compromise social protection [paragraph 43], it is important to recall that the Annual Growth Survey focuses on a strategy for job-rich growth. Healthy public finances are only one, albeit indispensable element of a sustainable growth strategy, and the AGS promotes fiscal consolidation that is differentiated and growth-friendly. The AGS also emphasises structural reforms as a means to improve framework conditions for growth, notably as regards restoring credit flow to the real economy, boosting innovation, raising the performance of education and training systems, improving business environment and tapping the potential of the green economy.

The Commission understands these concerns and is continuously adapting policies to take into account new developments in the different Member States, for example in the implementation of excessive deficit procedures. Closely monitoring the impact of the crisis is indeed important and possible while ensuring fiscal sustainability and taking corrective action where needed. When speaking about need for reforms, one has to acknowledge the very limited budgetary room for manoeuvre is some Member States. One needs to consider the diversity of national consolidation measures and the flexibility embedded in differentiated growth-friendly consolidation.

The Commission has been supporting initiatives that facilitate the development of sectors with high employment potential [paragraph 45]. In the 2012 Employment Package, the European Commission invited Member States to exploit the potential of some key sectors, such as green economy, ICT, or health and care sector.

The Commission agrees that increasing the labour force participation of women and raising the employment rate of women is key to reach the target of the Europe 2020 strategy, i.e. 75 % of the population aged 20-64 should be employed by 2020. Apart from the employment rate all other factors fostering female labour market participation such as provision of affordable and high quality childcare facilities, (tax) incentives for second earners and part-time work are monitored. The Employment Guidelines reflect this comprehensive gender-sensitive approach.

The Commission has been adopting the necessary measures to promote higher employment rates among women [paragraph 47], in particular nine Member States have received a country specific recommendation on gender equality or fostering a better work life balance. The majority of these recommendations concern the provision of adequate and affordable care services (AT, CZ, DE, HU, IT, MT, PL, SK, UK). The second group concerns improving the fiscal treatment of second earners (DE, NL). Two Member States received country specific recommendations on a high gender pay gap (AT, MT).

The Commission is also actively supporting the Member States in training female workers, i.a. through ESF funding. During the current period 2007-2013, the ESF is particularly focusing on supporting the promotion of women in employment, the elimination of pay differentials, the promotion of equal opportunities and increasing women's participation in the workforce.

The Commission seeks to ensure that cohesion policy continues to play an important part in the development of national programmes within the European Semester [paragraph 57]. The Commission put forward a growth-oriented proposal for the Multiannual Financial Framework 2014-2020 and proposed that the next programming period of structural funds concentrates on the achievement of the Europe 2020 strategy, its targets and the key corresponding investment needs of the Member States, including through robust allocations for human capital investment through the European Social Fund.
[Paragraph 48] Over the last years, the Commission has pursued an ambitious single market policy, embodied in particular by the Single Market Acts I and II. In the Single Market Act II the Commission announces key proposals supporting the digital economy across Europe alongside with measures for fully integrated networks in the single market, fostering mobility of citizens and businesses cross-border and strengthening social entrepreneurship, cohesion and consumer confidence.

The Commission fully agrees with the European Parliament call for a swift and full implementation of the Single Market Act II while at the same time underlining the urgency to step up efforts and agree the remaining SMA I key actions rapidly.

[Paragraph 49] The Commission made concrete ambitious proposals for a renewed effort on governance, set out in the Communication on "Better Governance of the Single Market" of June 2012. The Commission is also strengthening the monitoring of barriers to a better single market functioning within the European semester. To do so, the Commission published together with the Annual Growth Survey a report on the "State of the Single Market Integration". The report analyses the main remaining obstacles to integration in Member States as well as cross-border in four key areas with the greatest growth potential, i.e. services, transport, networks and digital economy. On that basis the Commission makes a number of limited but very concrete and targeted horizontal recommendations which if carried out by Member States would contribute to unlocking the full Single Market Growth potential. In doing that, the report is also meant to be a tool to improve single market functioning in Member States. It should also provide a useful guidance in the subsequent assessment of the National Reform Programmes by the Commission, thus contributing to country-specific recommendations.
During this programming period, the Commission has encouraged increased use of financial instruments in close coordination with the EIB group [paragraph 51]. Financial instruments have expanded and gained importance during 2007-2013 and they are expected to further gain both in volume and importance in 2014-2020. By the end of 2011, EUR 10.7 billion of operational programme contributions, of which EUR 7 billion Structural Funds, were being delivered through 592 financial instruments in 25 Member States. The greatest part of this support (92%) is for enterprises, through debt, equity and guarantee products. The EIB group has contributed to this increase in use of financial instruments both in its capacity as a fund manager and also by provision of technical assistance through the joint initiatives JEREMIE, JESSICA and JASMINE.

In 2012 the Commission also worked intensively with the EIB and with the Greek authorities, to use part of the Structural Funds resources available under Greek programmes, to unlock additional EIB lending for SMEs, through a risk sharing mechanism (SME risk sharing). This instrument is already in place and should bring much needed additional liquidity to Greek banks to support SMEs. This measure can particularly assist Member States under programme assistance but could also include other Member States where the banking sector faces severe liquidity problems and is no longer willing or capable of financing normal economic activity, particularly SME financing needs. In such cases, Member States could use part of the resources still available under existing programmes co-financed with Structural Funds to leverage additional EIB lending. The amount of additional EIB lending generated by such risk sharing mechanisms must be significantly higher than the amount of public funds set aside to cover the risk of EIB new lending so that the Structural Funds achieve a significant multiplier with a higher impact on the real economy, compared to normal grant financing.

As discussed in the 2012 Employment Package, social economy actors and social enterprises are important drivers of inclusive job creation and social innovation and require specific support, including through public procurement and access to finance. The Commission is strongly committed to support social entrepreneurship [paragraph 53], as stressed in the 2011 Social Business Initiative and reaffirmed in the 2013 Social Investment Package. Concretely, the 'Social Entrepreneurship Axis' of the Programme for Social Change and Innovation will support the development of social investment market and facilitate access to finance for social enterprises by making available equity, quasi-equity, loan instruments and grants. Furthermore, the Commission proposed an investment priority dedicated to the social economy and social enterprises in the Cohesion Policy Regulation 2014-2020. The Commission has also proposed a regulation setting out a European Social Entrepreneurship Fund label to help investors easily identify funds that support European social businesses and access key information about the social entrepreneurship funds. The proposed regulation, priority action under the Single Market Act I (13 April 2011) and aiming at fostering growth within the EU, was voted by the EP and adopted by the Council in March 2013. It will facilitate cross border fund raising for managers of social entrepreneurship funds. It introduces a label by defining key features of such funds as regards their investment policy. The fund has to invest 70 % of the capital received from investor into social enterprises. Last Autumn, as stated in the Single Market Act II, work started on a possible methodology to measure the socio-economic impact created by social enterprises which could lead to a harmonized approach by the end of 2013. The Commission will organize a big interactive and participatory event ("Social entrepreneurs: have your say! Empowering European social entrepreneurs for innovation, inclusive growth and jobs”) in Strasbourg on 16 and 17 January 2014, to discuss the ways to generate new growth in the EU single market through the development of social entrepreneurship and innovation.
III. Youth employment
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament's support in putting emphasis on boosting youth employment [paragraph 61]. The Youth Employment Package presented on 5 December 2012 includes i) a proposal to Member States to establish a youth guarantee; ii) second-stage consultation of EU social partners on a quality framework for traineeships; and iii) the announcement of a European Alliance for Apprenticeships and ways to reduce obstacles to mobility for young people. The Council recommendation on establishing a youth guarantee was agreed by the EPSCO Council on 28 February 2013. Earlier the European Council decided to create a Youth Employment Initiative (YEI), earmarking € 6 bn from the ESF, and a dedicated YEI budget line in order to enhance ESF interventions and ensure targeted actions to support youth. The Commission adopted amending legislative proposals in March to include the YEI in relevant legislative documents for the MFF 2014-20.

Regarding the call of the European Parliament for a technical assistance regarding youth guarantee schemes [paragraph 66], as described in the Youth Employment Package (December 2012), "(…) the Commission is making European Social Fund technical assistance available to help set up of apprenticeship-type schemes, cross-border learning mobility and social innovation projects targeting youth." The recently set up Helpdesk on apprenticeships and traineeships schemes operates in six languages from 15 February 2013 until the end of 2014. It covers all EU Member States, providing strategic, operational and policy advice on setting up, improving, running or evaluating apprenticeships and traineeship schemes/programmes. It is funded by ESF Technical Assistance. The service is targeting policy makers, ESF managing authorities and social partners.

IV. More adaptive, dynamic and inclusive labour markets and better-quality employment

The Commission agrees that more adaptive and dynamic labour markets are needed, as also called for by the Commission in the 2012 Employment Package, and shares the EP assessment on the detrition of social conditions in the European Union, which the Commission recently addressed notably through the Social Investment Package of February 2013.
In particular, when it comes to addressing the low level of labour market participation of disadvantaged groups [paragraph 77], under the 2012 European Semester, the Commission recommended addressing the situation of vulnerable groups to no less than 14 Member States. Similarly in 2013, the Commission will review Member States' labour markets and labour market participation of disadvantaged groups and when needed, it will propose a relevant country-specific recommendation. In addition, the currently available EU funding as well as the 2014-2020 European Structural and Investment Funds envisage a significant allocation of resources to address this problem, particularly through the European Social Fund.

The Commission fully agrees with the importance of the effective enforcement of Directive 2000/78/EC [paragraph 80] and welcomes Parliament's support for the Commission's work in monitoring its implementation and application in the Member States. This will remain a priority for the Commission, and the Parliament can be reassured that the Commission will continue to intervene in the event any deficiencies are observed. In 2013, the Commission intends to present an implementation report on this Directive to the Parliament and the Council which will assess existing challenges to its enforcement.

[Paragraph 81] The transitional arrangement for workers from Romania and Bulgaria are currently in their third and final phase, which started on 1 January 2012 and will end on 31 December 2013. Out of 11 Member States that applied restrictions at the end of December 2011, Italy and the Czech Republic ended restrictions and started to apply EU free movement rules for Bulgarian and Romanian workers from 1 January 2012. Ireland lifted its restrictions on 19 July 2012, backdating the effect of this to 1 January 2012 and, from 1st October 2012, France extended the use of its simplified work permit procedure for EU-2 workers. As regards improving social security rights, the Commission continues to work both to simplify and strengthen the EU social security coordination rules so as to facilitate the mobility of workers, in particular focussing on the rules for unemployment and long-term care benefits.

The recently presented Social Investment Package sets out a new agenda for social policies to help Member States make the structural reforms needed to address the growing risks of poverty and social exclusion and emerge stronger out of the crisis [paragraph 82]. Member States are urged to close the gender pay gap and address other barriers to women’s and other underrepresented workers’ participation in the labour market, including by encouraging employers to address workplace discrimination and offer reconciliation measures (such as childcare services), adapted workplaces, including ICT-based solutions, eAccessibility, diversity management, programmes for up-skilling and training, for the recognition of skills and qualification as well as mobility and development of consecutive careers. This should be achieved through means such as labour market regulations, parental leave regulations, and fiscal incentives. Action should be taken to ensure that taxation and benefit systems are aligned to make work pay (tapered benefit thresholds or targeted in-work fiscal incentives).

V.  Investing in education and training
The Commission welcomes the call to improve geographic and skills matching on the labour market. The reform of the EURES system in 2012, currently under implementation, aims to further strengthen and improve it as an instrument for intra-EU labour mobility. The Skills Panorama, launched in December 2012, provides an overview of national, European and sectoral trends for jobs and skills. The European Vacancy and Recruitment Report identifies emerging employment bottlenecks. Within EU competences in this area, the collaboration between Members States and with the Commission has been supported by setting up an informal network of national skills observatories, with an aim to promote convergence of tools and instruments for skills forecasting and anticipation. The Commission supports efforts to tackle skills mismatches in sectors with high employment potential. At the launch of the Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs the Commission gathered pledges from private and public actors to help ensure that the growing employment demand for ICT professionals is satisfied by an appropriately skilled and mobile workforce. The launch of targeted mobility schemes in such sectors can provide an important instrument for better matching labour demand. The European Skills Alliances and the Knowledge Alliances will provide platforms for better aligning curricula in vocational training and higher education to the future needs of the industry.

The recent Commission Communication on Rethinking Education and its accompanying staff working document on the Teaching Professions underline that a primary influence on learners' performance is the quality of teaching and learning [paragraph 72]. The high quality and well trained teachers can help learners in the development of their competences for global labour market based on higher skill levels. Hence the Commission highlights the need of significant improvements to the ways that teaching staff are encouraged and supported so that they can help every learner to achieve optimum educational outcomes.

VI. Guaranteeing the quality of public services and combating poverty and social exclusion
When it comes to the call of the European Parliament on the Commission to stress social inclusion and anti-poverty issues in the country-specific recommendations [paragraph 25], addressing social consequences of the crisis is one of the priorities of the AGS, and the Commission will continue to emphasise its importance. For instance, last year, the Commission recommended addressing the situation of vulnerable groups to no less than 14 Member States. In addition, other recommendations focused on active ageing, employment participation of women, adequacy and coverage of social protection systems, ensuring access to quality social services, and better targeting social assistance. The Commission's Employment and Social Situation Quarterly Review for March 2013 shows that long term unemployment is rising and the poverty and social exclusions are reaching alarming levels in some countries.

The Social Investment Package adopted on 20th February 2013 addresses the broad range of social policy issues raised in the resolution [paragraphs 24-26 and 84-94]. The Package proposes actions to increase the sustainability and adequacy of social systems through simplification and better targeting; to pursue activating and enabling policies through targeted, conditional and more effective support; and for social investment throughout the individual's life.

The Social Investment Package includes a follow up on the implementation of active inclusion strategies at national level. Member States have reported little progress in providing an integrated comprehensive strategy for active inclusion [paragraph 85]. The Package highlights the crucial role of active inclusion in the fight against poverty and social exclusion, and calls for swift implementation of the 2008 EC Recommendation on active inclusion by focusing – among others – on one-stop-shops, increase of take-up and coverage of social benefits, adequate income support (through reference budgets), better activation (individual contracts), and better use of cohesion funds in the context of the design and implementation of active inclusion strategies. The policy guidance on active inclusion (chapter 2 of the SWD on active inclusion) identifies concrete steps for sound social investment to better implement active inclusion strategies.

VII. Pursuing proportionate and differentiated growth- friendly fiscal consolidation while ensuring economic recovery and job creation
The recommendation to make use of available flexibility in fiscal consolidation programmes [paragraph 27] is already reflected in the AGS as the AGS already calls for a differentiated, growth-friendly fiscal consolidation. It recognises that each Member State is in a different fiscal and economic position, and the Commission advocates a differentiated pace of fiscal consolidation, appropriate for each country. In general, the Two-Pack Regulation on enhanced monitoring, voted by the Parliament in March 2013, should complement the framework for euro area Member States and ensure an appropriate consistency between budgetary objectives and other economic policy recommendations. For instance, the final agreement should include reporting requirements for Member States' draft budgetary plans, among which "relevant information on the general government expenditure by function, including on education, healthcare and employment, and where possible, indications on the expected distributional impact of the main expenditure and revenues measures", "the estimated impact of aggregated budgetary measures on economic growth", and "indications on how reforms and measures […] are instrumental to the achievement of the targets set by the Union's Strategy for Growth and Jobs".
Furthermore, the Commission is fully applying the six-pack legislation and makes an appropriate use of the flexibility embedded in the Stability and Growth Pact to cater, for instance in the context of the EDP, for the occurrence of unexpected adverse economic events with major unfavourable consequences for government finances. As announced in the Blueprint, it will also explore further ways within the preventive arm of the Stability and Growth Pact to accommodate under certain conditions, non-recurrent public investment programmes with a proven impact on the sustainability of public finances made by the Member States in the assessment of their Stability and Convergence Programmes; this will be done in the spring-summer 2013 in the context of the publication of its Communication on the calendar of convergence towards the Medium-Term budgetary Objectives. Also, after the decision on the next MFF and before the end of this year, the Commission will put forward proposals for the creation of a "convergence and competitiveness instrument" to provide financial support for the timely implementation of sustainable growth enhancing structural reforms in the context of repairing the Economic and Monetary Union.

When it comes to the European Parliament call to recalibrate the models on the impact of the multiplier effect on growth and job creation of fiscal cuts on the budgets of Member States in line with recent IMF revisions [paragraph 30], the Commission continuously exposes its methods to quality checks. With respect to fiscal multipliers it should be recalled that estimations of fiscal multipliers vary considerably across economic studies, depending on the type of model and the econometric technique used. Typically, the short-term macroeconomic impact of fiscal shocks tend to be higher when the economies are close to the lower zero-bound and in financial crises, because the share of financially constrained agents is arguably larger than in normal times. Moreover, in a single currency area, exchange rate adjustment is not an option. Thus, fiscal multipliers in a number of Member States would be higher than normally. However, a proper assessment of the fiscal multipliers requires the comparison of the effects of fiscal shocks in an alternative plausible scenario. Hence, for countries under serious threat of default, despite the sizeable macroeconomic effects, the impact of fiscal consolidation on growth might be smaller when compared to an alternative of sovereign default.

When it comes to the call to assess the effects of fiscal consolidation on gender equality and female employment [Paragraph 90], gender equality is a valid dimension of social fairness and economic growth in a number of cases and a valid dimension of assessment of planned or implemented measures. Integrating the gender dimension into relevant policies is certainly important, but a general scrutiny of the gender dimension across all economic policy measures would overwhelmingly increase the administrative burden.

Setting specific targets in the macroeconomic and employment guidelines is not in line with the current, descriptive style of the Integrated guidelines for the economic and employment policies which already cover gender equality related issues, stating that "Member States should increase labour force participation through policies to promote active ageing, gender equality and equal pay and labour market integration of young people, disabled, legal migrants and other vulnerable groups. Work-life balance policies with the provision of affordable care and innovation in work organisation should be geared to raising employment rates, particularly among youth, older workers and women, in particular to retain highly skilled women in scientific and technical fields." (Guideline 7)

VIII. Democratic legitimacy and involvement of civil society
The Commission agrees there is a continued effort needed from all stakeholders to strengthen democratic legitimacy and involvement of civil society in the context of the Europe 2020 strategy's implementation.

Regarding the call on the Commission to require Member States to guarantee maximum transparency in the elaboration of NRP as well as a wide involvement of national parliaments and social partners in this process [paragraph 37], the Commission recalls that the National Reform Programmes are national documents prepared under full responsibility of the Member States. It is nevertheless true that the Europe 2020 strategy clearly calls for – and its success requires – the close association of parliaments, social partners and representatives of civil society in the preparation of the NRPs. The Commission will continue to emphasize this point vis-à-vis the Member States. In particular, the Commission has asked for each NRP to report on how national parliaments and other concerned parties, including social partners and civil society, were involved in the process as regards the preparation of the NRP and in the implementation of past guidance and commitments.

The Commission's Annual Growth Survey opens each European Semester; it is the Commission's contribution to the debate on the yearly reform priorities and thus needs to maintain a connection with the subsequent year. This means in particular that the Commission needs to react to the autumn economic forecast for the subsequent year. The autumn economic forecast is available in November. Within these constraints, the Commission has already anticipated the presentation of the AGS into November to give more than three months of time, ahead of the Spring European Council, for a proper debate and reactions [paragraph 92].

As for the call on the Commission to integrate the monitoring and evaluation of employment, social and education goals of the Europe 2020 Strategy more effectively in the European Semester 2013 [paragraph 94], the Commission acknowledges that the current surveillance mechanism takes place in the context of the European Semester process. The Commission reports on the implementation of the CSRs (also those related to employment, social and education goals) on an annual basis. Multilateral surveillance takes place, inter alia, in the Employment Committee and the Social Protection Committee. How to strengthen coordination of all major national economic reforms and step up the response to key employment and social challenges is currently being discussed in the context of efforts to create a deep and genuine Economic and Monetary Union.
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