Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on the European Semester for economic policy coordination: employment and social aspects in the Annual Growth Survey 2016, adopted by the Commission on 27 April 2016
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5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on the Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL)
6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:
The resolution provides the European Parliament's views on the employment and social aspects of the Annual Growth Survey (AGS) 2016. It supports the increased focus on employment and social issues in the AGS and outlines a set of priorities for investment and structural reform which are broadly in line with the AGS 2016. The resolution welcomes the Commission's proposals on the Youth Guarantee and the Council Recommendation for the integration of the long-term unemployed. It welcomes the integrated guidelines, the euro area recommendations, the Commission's efforts to re-launch social dialogue, and the distinction between a euro area and a national dimension in the European Semester. The resolution also includes numerous calls for the Commission to take steps in a number of policy areas and to revise certain aspects of the European Semester, the Europe 2020 strategy, the use of the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) and other EU funding, and the functioning of the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI).

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

Section "Investing in people"

· The consideration that the three new employment indicators in the macroeconomic imbalance procedure (MIP) should be put on equal footing with the existing indicators (paragraph 2): The inclusion of three new employment variables in the MIP scoreboard is a concrete deliverable on the Commission's commitment to strengthen its analysis of macroeconomic imbalances. The indicators are added in order to better capture the employment and social dimension of imbalances and adjustment processes. However, the focus of the MIP remains aimed at preventing the emergence of harmful macroeconomic imbalances and ensuring their correction. Since the fact that new indicators flagging negative employment developments does not imply by itself an aggravation of the macro-economic/ financial risks, these indicators by themselves are consequently not used to trigger automatically any steps in the MIP.

· The call to boost upward social convergence and define the concept of social fairness (paragraph 3): The Commission ensures that the European Semester has a stronger focus on employment and social performance, and the Annual Growth Survey (AGS) package adopted in November has been an important step forward in this direction. The importance of fostering upward economic and social convergence is recognised in the AGS and in the 21 October 2015 Communication on "steps towards Completing Economic and Monetary Union", which highlights the need to restore convergence towards best practices including through the use of benchmarking. The Commission will progressively suggest benchmarks and cross-examination exercises across policy or thematic areas. On social fairness, the Commission launched on 8 March 2016 a wide-ranging consultation on a European Pillar of Social Rights.

· The call to foster forms of cooperation at Member State level on education and skills (paragraphs 5 and 6): As indicated in the 2016 AGS smart investments in Europe's human capital and performance-oriented reforms of education and training systems are part of the necessary efforts to restore jobs and sustainable growth. The Commission monitors developments in these areas under the Education and Training (ET) 2020 strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training and when relevant issues recommendations to the Member States in the context of the European Semester. Moreover, the Commission will present a Skills Agenda for Europe in June 2016, which will inter alia propose actions to develop cooperation and partnerships between education and training providers, public employment services, enterprises, social partners and other relevant actors. This national, regional/local and sectoral cooperation, as also underlined in the ET 2020 Joint Report adopted by Council and Commission in November 2015, can contribute to the development of labour-market relevant skills, increase the opportunities for work-based learning, foster a better understanding of skills needs and offer strong and up-to-date career guidance arrangements. For example, a "Blueprint for Sectoral Cooperation on Skills" could be launched to develop European skills strategies in key economic sectors in a consistent and systemic way.

· The call to consider a targeted review of the Youth Guarantee (paragraph 9): The Commission will present in autumn 2016 a comprehensive report on the implementation of the Youth Guarantee (YG) and the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI), as requested by the June 2013 European Council. In the on-going monitoring of the YG implementation, the Commission and the Employment Committee (EMCO) through the multilateral surveillance reviews recognised that Member States are making substantial efforts to implement the YG. The draft 2016 Joint Employment Report states that the YG has become a driver for improving school-to-work transitions and reducing youth unemployment. The Commission's country reports 2015 and 2016 show that the YG has lent impetus to bold structural reforms. For example, Member States strengthened the capacity of public employment services, adopted incentives to stimulate job creation or took measures to improve Vocational Education and Training systems. To make the YG a reality, national budgets should prioritise youth employment to avoid higher costs in the future. A dedicated website shows the assessment of the state of play of YG implementation by Member States: 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1161&langId=en
· The calls to engage Member States in actions to reduce poverty, support lifelong learning through EU funding and support older workers (paragraphs 11 and 13): The Commission monitors poverty developments in the context of the European Semester, as well as issues related to lifelong learning and older workers, and has addressed recommendations to the Member States on these subjects where relevant. The 2016 AGS underlines that more effective social protection systems are needed to confront poverty and social exclusion, while preserving sustainable public finances and incentives to work. The AGS is also clear on the importance of investments in education. The European Social Fund (ESF) being the main instrument to invest in people with a budget of 86.4 billion EUR, it can and should be used to support unemployed people and bring them closer to the labour market. Unemployed people are traditionally a target group of the ESF. In 2015, the Commission has raised awareness of the possibilities for Member States to use the ESF for long-term unemployed. Regarding older workers specifically, Member States have allocated in their programmes EUR 540 million for active and healthy ageing measures. The Communication on a European Pillar of Social Rights published by the Commission on 8 March 2016 launched a public consultation on a set of principles to foster upward convergence among Member States by strengthening key parameters in labour market and social policy design, while ensuring minimum social rights, with the idea to combine flexibility with adequate security in the labour market and in society as a whole, thereby putting the EU on course to deliver on the objective of: "a Triple A social rating for Europe".

· The consideration that the EU's efforts to fight poverty and social exclusion need to actively address the growing numbers of homeless people (paragraph 12): The EU Member States have the responsibility and competence to address homelessness. The Commission provides support through EU policies and EU Funds, and guidance on addressing homelessness within the Social Investment Package. More than 25% of the total ESF allocation have been earmarked for promoting social inclusion and combating poverty, and social infrastructure such as social housing can be financed through the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). The homeless are a primary target group of the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) and the Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programme provides operating grants to social umbrella NGOs and finances social innovation to address homelessness.

Section "Structural reforms in a social and responsible way"

· The call on the Commission to extend its approach to insolvency and business failure and to improve debt-restructuring and second chance schemes (paragraph 16): In the Communication on a Single Market Strategy, the Commission committed to support bona fide entrepreneurs and put forward a legislative proposal on business insolvency, including early restructuring and second chance. In this context an open consultation was launched on 23 March 2016 in order to seek stakeholders' views on key insolvency aspects in particular on common principles and standards which could ensure that national insolvency frameworks work well, especially in the cross-border context. The Commission also launched a Call for Proposals in order to create a "European Network for Early Warning and for Support to Enterprises and Second Starters". The network will be in charge of developing and implementing support services for companies, company-owners in difficulties and honest bankrupt entrepreneurs providing them a second start.

· The consideration that the AGS should assess inequality in a more consistent manner and the call to assess the importance of income policies (paragraphs 17 and 26): In order to better understand employment and social trends, the Commission makes use of a variety of employment and social indicators. For example, the MIP scoreboard should be read in conjunction with findings of other instruments such as the Employment Performance Monitor (EPM), the Social Protection Performance Monitor (SPPM) and the scoreboard of key employment and social indicators. The latter is now part and parcel of the Joint Employment Report and includes an indicator of risk of poverty and one of income inequality. The Commission drew on the results of the scoreboard when drafting the 2015 Country Reports and Country Specific Recommendations with the aim of better underpinning challenges and policy advice. The scoreboard detects potentially worrying key employment and social developments and levels leading to divergences across the EU and warranting further analysis and possibly stronger policy response.

· The calls to reduce labour market segmentation, raise minimum wages, strengthen collective bargaining, ensure that labour rights and social security standards are respected and step up monitoring of abusive practices (paragraphs 19 and 20): The AGS 2016 indicates that achieving both flexibility and security in the world of work requires comprehensive reform efforts that tackle at the same time labour market segmentation, adequate wage developments, well-designed income support systems, as well as policies to ease transitions to new jobs, equip jobseekers with the right skills and better match them with vacancies. The move towards more flexible labour markets should enable transitions towards more permanent contracts and should not result in more precarious jobs. Although the competences in the field of labour inspection lie with the Member States, the Commission will continue monitoring developments in these areas in the context of the European Semester and will address country-specific recommendations to the Member States where relevant. The draft outline of the European Pillar of Social Rights accompanying the public consultation mentioned above sets out principles to ensure fair working conditions. These include fairly remunerated wages, prevention of the misuse or abuse of precarious and non-permanent employment relationships, and ensuring transitions from temporary to open-ended contracts.

· The call to promote family-friendly policies (paragraph 29): The Commission will continue monitoring developments in these areas in the context of the European Semester and will address country-specific recommendations to the Member States where relevant. The 2016 AGS indicates that Member States should have a comprehensive approach to improving the work-life balance, including through care facilities, leaves and flexible working time arrangements, as well as tax and benefit systems free of disincentives for second earners to work or to work more. The Commission will continue its practical work to promote gender equality, including through a "new start" initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers, as underlined in its Work Programme for 2016. The draft outline of the European Pillar of social rights also puts strong emphasis on work-life balance and family-friendly policies such as childcare and long-term care. Finally, the Strategic engagement for gender equality published last December also outlines the actions that will be taken by the Commission to support gender equality for the period 2016-2019, including through measures to reconcile work and family life.

· The call to take account of the effects of low population density and demographic change on public finances (paragraph 30): The Commission assigns great importance to the future effects of demographic change and its economic, budgetary and societal consequences. The Commission acknowledges that while demographic change has an impact on all EU Member States, it is not uniform across all countries and regions. These considerations are factored in when analysing country-specific environmental and social determinants of the cost of providing public healthcare services in EU Member States, in view of identifying challenges and formulating recommendations for health sector reforms, such as in the context of the European Semester. This is accomplished via specific reviews of each health system, by use of the Commission's horizontal assessment frameworks and in-depth reviews of this policy area supported by national experts.

· The call to involve stakeholders in the identification of obstacles to investment (paragraph 32): The country reports published by the Commission in February 2016 analyse in greater detail the barriers to investment identified by the Commission last year and presented together with the AGS 2016. The country reports serve as a starting point for dialogue with the Member States on the economic and social challenges they face. These dialogues, including with social partners and other stakeholders, together with the euro area recommendation, should feed into the preparation of the National Reform Programmes to be presented in April 2016.

Section "Boosting sustainable growth by re-launching investment"

· The call to focus on SMEs and entrepreneurship (paragraph 34): The Commission recognises the important role played by SMEs in creating jobs and growth. For this reason it is strongly committed to support them by applying the Think Small First principle and creating a better business environment. The Commission takes actions to address the key difficulties that SMEs, innovative companies and start-ups in particular face in all phases of their lifecycle. This is clearly visible across recently published main political documents such as the Digital Single Market, the Capital Markets Union and the most recent Single Market Strategy. The Strategy has a special focus on start-ups. Proposals for a European venture capital fund of funds will be put on the table, in line with the Investment Plan, dedicated to promoting the creation and the upscaling of start-ups. A dedicated Start-up initiative will be launched to address concerns of European start-ups and to find ways to reduce requirements and facilitate compliance. As a first step, an open public consultation has been published on 31 March 2016 to find out how best to assist prospective entrepreneurs in becoming prospering ones and in particular how to help them expanding successfully their businesses within the single market and beyond. Finally, the Commission is working with Member States to increase the number of women entrepreneurs in Europe. An on-line platform will be launched in June 2016 to serve as one stop shop for women of all ages who want to start, run and grow a business. In order to increase access to alternative sources of funding for women entrepreneurs, the Commission will facilitate the creation of networks of Women Business Angels (by end of 2016).

· The call to provide better information on European funds and programmes to boost entrepreneurship (paragraph 35): Information on the European funds and programmes is provided via specific websites and EU communication campaigns and supported networks. For example, the specific website for the COSME programme provides information on all its activities through the yearly work programmes and links to its main instruments, Access to finance and the Enterprise Europe network. It also links to the EASME page and the participant portal, where the published calls can be found, in particular for Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs. In addition, Members States are regularly informed on the COSME programme through its Committee (two meetings a year) and through the collaborative platform CIRCABC (Communication and Information Resource Centre for Administrations, Businesses and Citizens). Information on the financial instruments (particularly loans, loan guarantees and venture capital funds) supported by the EU is provided through a dedicated portal. Specific events are regularly organised to update financial intermediaries and final beneficiaries (i.e. SMEs) on available financial instruments. For instance, a roadshow in all EU capitals has been organised between 2013 and 2015 with the aim of promoting EU financial instruments ("EU access to finance days"). Media campaigns are also on-going to promote EU financial instruments. Finally, the Enterprise Europe Network, supported also by the COSME programme, on its site provides information and advisory services to help SME participate in EU funded programmes such as Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs (as part of COSME), Horizon2020 (the EU's programme for Research and Innovation) or programmes financed by regional funding. The Network organises events and provides advice to SME on the various sources of financing available to them for example via EU financed loan guarantees, venture capital or financing from EFSI. On a yearly basis, the Network helps about 450.000 SMEs all over Europe via its 500 member organisations present in all regions of the EU.

· The call to evaluate all programmes in a holistic way and cut red tape (paragraph 36): The Commission is committed in simplifying access to the EU support programme. In the context of the current Multiannual Financial Framework, specific measures have been taken to simplify access for participants including SMEs.

· The calls to devote more ESF resources to training and to support investment in the social economy (paragraph 37): The ESF is traditionally used to support trainings, in particular for unemployed people. Whilst 27 billion EUR have been specifically programmed for the education thematic objective for 2014-2020, the Commission expects that the largest share of the EUR 86.4 billion budget will be used for training activities. Moreover, Member States have programmed EUR 1.4 billion under the ESF to promote social entrepreneurship and vocational integration in social enterprises and the social and solidarity economy in order to facilitate access to employment.

· The call on the Commission to support investment in the social economy (paragraph 40): In addition to the ESF, the Microfinance and Social Entrepreneurship axis of the Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programme supports actions in two thematic sections: microcredit and microloans for vulnerable groups and micro-enterprises, and social entrepreneurship. Its objectives are to increase access to, and the availability of, microfinance for vulnerable groups who want to set up or develop their business and micro-enterprises, to build up the institutional capacity of microcredit providers and to support the development of social enterprises, in particular by facilitating access to finance. EUR 96 million is already available for interested microcredit providers and social enterprises through the EaSI Guarantee.

Section "Better use of European funds to foster social, economic and territorial cohesion"

· The calls to improve the functioning of EFSI in different ways (paragraph 42): Regulation (EU) 2015/1017 on the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI), the European Advisory Hub and the European Investment Project Portal (OJ L 169 1.7.2015, p. 1) provides that projects to be supported by EFSI will be selected on their own merit, irrespective of any specific geographical focus. Nonetheless, EFSI is expected to have a beneficial impact on geographic cohesion. First, EFSI will provide significant support to important infrastructure projects, such as telecommunication, transport and energy. Second, EFSI will allow the European Investment Bank to invest in riskier projects, thereby enabling projects in less favoured regions that would have been otherwise disregarded due to risk aversion. Third, the European Investment Advisory Hub will provide technical assistance in project identification, development and structuring, especially in Member States with less developed financial markets. The EFSI Regulation lays down detailed obligations concerning reporting, accountability and evaluation of the EFSI operations. To ensure an independent and transparent assessment of the potential and actual use of the EU guarantee, the Commission also adopted delegated Regulation (EU) 2015/1558 which establishes a scoreboard of indicators to be used by the EFSI Investment Committee (OJ L 244 19.9.2015, p. 20). The selection of EFSI projects irrespective of any specific geographical focus is necessary in order to convince private investors that the Plan provides profitable investment opportunities. Anything else would make the private sector contribution less predictable.
· The calls to improve monitoring and evaluation of EU-funded investment projects (paragraphs 43 to 45): The Commission has triggered a number of activities to help Member States improve the absorption of the ESF in all Member States, and this is a key priority for the Commission. The Commission has for example set up eight taskforces to help Member States that are at risk of de-commitment. These taskforces identify the problems behind the delays in implementation, develop in cooperation with Member States action plans with concrete measures and monitor the implementation of the measures set out in the action plans. On simplification, the Commission is very much committed to simplifying the overall delivery of European structural and investment funds. One of the Commission's most visible initiatives is the use of simplified cost options (SCOs). The positive impact of the use of SCOs in the 2007-2013 programming period has already been pointed out by the Court of Auditors in their annual report over the last three years, where they state that no errors have been identified in any of the sampled projects implemented under SCOs. The 2014-2020 regulatory framework significantly increases legal certainty and removes in certain cases the need to develop own methodologies by providing ready-made solutions, such as standard flat rates enshrined both in the Common Provision Regulation and in the ESF regulation. All cohesion policy operational programmes are subject to ex ante evaluations that assess their social and economic outcomes. The verification of the adequacy of the programmes in terms of their contribution to the Europe 2020 objectives and country specific recommendations is an essential part of the negotiations with the Commission, leading to their adoption. The outputs and the results of the programmes are reported yearly by the Member States to the Commission. Their summaries, together with the synthesis of evaluation findings, will be reported by the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the Committee of the Regions and the European Economic and Social Committee each year starting in 2016.

· The calls to boost strategic investments in order to boost competitiveness and to enhance the application of art. 349 TFEU (paragraphs 49 and 50): The Commission is concerned about the increase of economic inequalities due to the impact of the economic and financial crisis. To promote cohesion and growth of lagging regions, Cohesion policy support will be focused on the poorest regions and Member States in the period 2014-2020. Around EUR 246 billion of the EUR 335 billion available under the Investment for growth and jobs goal will be invested in the less developed regions and countries. The financial resources will have to be concentrated on a limited number of policy areas which contribute to the pursuit of the Europe 2020 strategy in order to maximise the impact of EU investment in terms of growth and job creation. To address the situation of regions suffering from severe and permanent natural or demographic handicaps, the current legal framework foresees a number of specific provisions such as the possibility to modulate the EU co-financing rates from the funds in such regions or to provide more flexibility regarding the fulfilment of the thematic concentration requirements of the European Regional Development Fund.

· The call to revise the allocation of ESF funding and to develop a holistic approach for migration in the context of the MFF mid-term review (paragraphs 51 and 55): By the end of 2016 at the latest, the Commission will present a review of the functioning of the Multiannual Financial Framework. This will give the Commission and other EU institutions an opportunity to reassess the priorities and needs of the EU. This exercise will be based on an overall assessment of the current economic and social situation. The Commission takes note of the opinion of the European Parliament on the inclusion of refugees in this context.

Section "Social inclusion as an opportunity for society"
· The call to project a post-Europe 2020 scenario linked to the Sustainable Development Goals (paragraph 52): In 2016 the Commission will start a process for developing a longer term vision going beyond the horizon of the year 2020, also in the light of the new Sustainable Development Goals agreed by the United Nations for 2030. The lessons of the Europe 2020 review carried out in 2014-2015 will be taken into account in this exercise.

· The call to propose an integrated anti-poverty strategy for the EU (paragraph 53): The Commission has a cross-cutting policy agenda, with the clear ambition of delivering "a Triple A social rating for Europe". Reducing poverty and inequalities remains a high priority. The Commission is providing policy guidance to the Member States in these, notably by giving greater prominence to social considerations in the European Semester, through the Youth Employment Initiative and by issuing a proposal for a Recommendation – now adopted by the Council – on the reintegration of long-term unemployed into the labour market. More than 25% of the total ESF allocation has been earmarked for promoting social inclusion and combating poverty. A new Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD) was also created, providing material support to those in greatest need. Finally, the proposed European Pillar of Social Rights has a strong focus on fighting poverty and social exclusion, and sets out principles to ensure access to adequate social protection, including minimum income, social housing, and activating and enabling benefits and services.

· The call to propose an initiative to promote the introduction of minimum income schemes in the Member States and exchange best practices on the efficiency of minimum incomes (paragraphs 53 and 54): The Commission is more specifically committed to promoting among Member States adequate income support, which is one of the pillars of the 2008 Commission Recommendation on Active Inclusion. It has reflected in Country-Specific Recommendations addressed to a number of Member States within the European Semester the challenges related to access to minimum income identified in the 2013 Staff Working Document on the implementation of the Active Inclusion Recommendation. The need to combine income support with employment and social services has also been underlined in the Council Recommendation on the reintegration of long-term unemployed into the labour market. The Commission has moreover undertaken activities to support Member States in developing adequate levels of minimum income, and has been funding the development of the European Minimum Income Network (EMIN). However, the EU has no competence to adopt legislative measures introducing an adequate minimum income at EU level. As minimum income schemes aim at combating poverty and social exclusion, they fall in the remit of Article 153(1)(j) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) and therefore the legal basis for the adoption of measures in this field is Article 153(2)(a) TFEU, which only allows for the adoption of "measures designed to encourage cooperation between Member States through initiatives aimed at improving knowledge, developing exchanges of information and best practices, promoting innovative approaches and evaluating experiences, excluding any harmonisation of the laws and regulations of the Member States".

· The calls to promote labour mobility (paragraphs 58 and 59): The guidelines for the employment policies of the Member States for 2015 proposed by the Commission and adopted by the Council indicate that the mobility of workers should be promoted with the aim of exploiting the full potential of the European labour market. Mobility barriers in occupational pensions and in the recognition of qualifications should be removed. Member States should, at the same time, prevent abuses of the existing rules and recognise potential "brain drain" from certain regions. The new Regulation to strengthen the European job mobility portal (EURES) will provide better transparency on EU labour markets, enable workers to take informed decisions on mobility from home, and make support services available. Directive 2014/54/EU, which will need to be transposed in 2016, will ensure that the workers involved are aware of their rights and are given the necessary support to demand that such rights are respected.

· The call to develop a concrete plan on how the Semester will be used to implement the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (paragraph 60): The European Semester provides information relevant to follow up the implementation of the UN Convention in particular in the areas of employment, education and social inclusion. Data collected related to the relevant headline targets reflect the disadvantaged situation of persons with disabilities in these areas, providing for country analysis and where appropriate for country specific recommendations. The Commission supports the Academic Network of European Disability experts (ANED) that is using the EU-SILC surveys to develop annual data on the situation of persons with disabilities as concerns Europe 2020 indicators, showing the gap with persons without disabilities. These issues are being discussed in the High Level Group on Disability with Member States and also civil society providing input for the Commission to inform the Semester process. The Commission collaborates with the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education to promote inclusive education.
· The calls to boost social dialogue (paragraph 61): As one of the key elements of the "new start for social dialogue" launched by the new Commission, the involvement of social partners in the European Semester is strengthened. This is achieved throughout consultations on the EU and the national levels. In addition the new Employment Guidelines call Member States to involve social partners in the design and implementation of reforms.

· The call to reinforce efforts to tackle social and wage dumping (paragraph 62): On 8 March 2016 the Commission presented a targeted revision of the Posting of Workers Directive to address unfair practices leading to social dumping and brain drain by ensuring that the same work in the same place is rewarded by the same pay. In addition, the new European Platform to enhance cooperation in tackling undeclared work (Decision 2016/344) will have an important role to play to ensure decent work and fair mobility in the EU. It will help national authorities to exchange information, especially in cross-border situations where it is difficult to identify and enforce sanctions regarding undeclared work. The first meeting of the Platform will take place in May 2016.

Section "Better coordination of the European Semester"
· The call to present a proposal on a pillar of social rights (paragraph 65): On 8 March 2016 the European Commission presented a first, preliminary outline of the European Pillar of Social Rights announced by President Juncker in September 2015 and launched a broad public consultation. The aim of the consultation is to make an assessment of the present EU social "acquis", to reflect on new trends in work patterns and societies and to gather views and feedback on the principles identified in a preliminary outline of the Pillar. The results of the consultation will contribute to its final outline and help to identify the scope of future action where necessary.

· The calls to provide adequate monitoring of CSRs (paragraph 66): In the context of the European Semester the Commission closely monitors the implementation of CSRs. In February 2016, the Commission published a series of Country Reports analysing Member States' economic and social policies. The country reports assess the progress made by the Member States in addressing the issues identified in the 2015 CSRs. The main messages of the Country Reports are summarised in Communication COM(2016) 95.

· The call for a stronger role of Europe 2020 in the Semester (paragraph 67): The AGS 2016 indicates that the Commission will make the best use of the existing Europe 2020 strategy and its tools by improving its implementation and monitoring in the context of the European Semester. On this basis, the Commission has adjusted the guidance to Member States on the preparation of their National Reform Programmes to make sure that the Europe 2020 strategy continues to play a prominent role.

· The call for greater involvement of other institutions and stakeholders in the Semester (paragraph 68): Consultations with stakeholders, in particular with social partners, are being enhanced in the context of the European Semester, in line with the 21 October 2015 Commission proposals to revamp the Semester and deepen EMU. The Commission is working to strengthen consultation and dialogue with national social partners at key milestones of the Semester. The already well-established involvement at EU level will be continued and possibly enhanced. Parliamentary oversight of the Semester has also been enhanced and additional steps were proposed as part of the revamped Semester. The Commission will also work out model arrangements to make the interaction with national Parliaments more effective. As far as civil society is concerned, the Commission has launched a revised approach to civil dialogue, which now tackles the Europe 2020 targets on employment and poverty by recognising their interconnectedness and embracing a broadened scope. This strengthened dialogue is an evolution from the previous approach to civil dialogue via the flagship initiative "European Platform against Poverty" (EPAP).The new format of the civil dialogue has adopted a more result-oriented approach, with an Annual Convention for Inclusive Growth (ACIG) prepared by a series of Strategic Dialogue meetings on specific topics related to the EU2020 targets and instruments.

· The consideration that the role of European Semester Officers (ESOs) could be strengthened (paragraph 70): The ESOs have clearly defined roles and functions for the Commission in the European Semester process. In particular, ESOs play a decisive role in the interaction between the Commission and the Member States in the capitals and throughout the respective countries. They also liaise actively with other stakeholders, including parliaments and social partners, and thus decisively contribute to increasing the ownership of the European Semester process in the Member States, while at the same time increasing its visibility, transparency and democratic legitimacy. The October Commission Communication on taking steps to complete the Economic and Monetary Union moreover stressed that the Commission will continue to intensify the dialogue on the future of the EMU, also by making use of its network of ESOs in the Member States.
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