Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on creating labour market conditions favourable for work-life balance, adopted by the Commission on 21 December 2016
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4.
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5.
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6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the resolution and of requests made in it:

The Commission welcomes the Parliament's important resolution on creating labour market conditions favourable for work-life balance. The resolution highlights the serious economic challenges underlying and resulting from the inequalities between women and men in labour market participation, as well as the need for EU-level action.

The resolution welcomes the Roadmap on a new start for working parents and caregivers presented by the Commission as a "starting point", but it considers that it is "not ambitious enough". It notes the need to "be modern" and that this initiative must contribute to achieving high levels of gender equality and concentrate on improving women’s access to the labour market, including through better achieving more equal choice for women and men in caring responsibilities. It highlights that rights to family-related leaves can only bring effective benefits for society and the economy as a whole if other policy instruments are applied alongside, including the provision of quality and affordable childcare.

Specifically, the resolution calls on the Commission, while respecting the principle of subsidiarity, to put forward a comprehensive package of legislative and non-legislative measures regarding the reconciliation of professional, private and family life in the context of the European pillar of social rights, as part of the Commission Work Programme 2017. In particular, it:

· calls on the Commission to bring forward:

· a Paternity Leave Directive with a minimum of a compulsory two weeks fully paid leave;
· a Carers' Leave Directive to supplement the provision of affordable professional care and to enable workers to care for dependents;
· minimum standards to address the specific needs of adoptive parents and children;

· calls on the Commission and the social partners to consider offering an extension of the minimum duration of parental leave, with adequate income replacement and social protection, from four to at least six months; to increase the age of the child for which parental leave can be taken; and to give parents flexibility to use the leave in fractions or all together, with a significant part of the leave non-transferable;

· calls on the Commission to ensure that women are paid and covered by social protection for the duration of maternity leave and protect pregnant women and breastfeeding mothers;

· stresses that employees should be given the possibility to make use of flexible working arrangements to adapt to their specific circumstances along the lifecycle.

In terms of non-legislative measures, the resolution:

· calls on the Commission to develop and introduce initiatives with the Member States, such as a Child Guarantee, so that every child could have access to childcare (and free healthcare, free education, decent housing and adequate nutrition);

· calls for the introduction of targets on long-term care, similar to the Barcelona targets, with monitoring tools within the European Semester;

· calls for the development of European qualitative standards for all care services, including on their availability, accessibility and affordability;

· calls on the Member States to implement the Barcelona targets by 2020 and endorse the 2014 quality framework on early childhood education and care;

· calls on the Member States and the Commission to make better use of the funds, calling also for a revision of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) for investments in social infrastructure;

· calls on the Commission to develop policies and invest in awareness-raising campaigns to overcome gender stereotypes and to promote a more equal sharing of care and domestic work, together with the Member States.

The resolution further urges Member States to ensure the availability of and universal access to affordable and high-quality early childhood education and care, as well as elderly and dependent care. It suggests increasing public expenditure on care services and incentivising employer contributions to care costs. It also calls on Member States to support fiscal policies as a powerful lever enhancing work-life balance and to foster employment of women.

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

The Commission fully agrees with the Parliament on the necessity of addressing the challenges of work-life balance faced by working parents and carers. It agrees that EU-level action, in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, is necessary and appropriate.

The Commission has committed to developing a "New Start" initiative for working parents and caregivers, following the withdrawal in 2015 of its previous proposal to increase maternity leave from 14 to 18 weeks, and having regard to the wishes of the Parliament, Member States and stakeholders for a more holistic approach to addressing the challenges of work-life balance faced by working families.

In August 2015, the Commission published a roadmap
 for the initiative "A new start to address the challenges of work-life balance faced by working families" to replace the 2008 Commission proposal to revise the 1992 Maternity Leave Directive. The Commission's political commitment to the initiative was further set out in the 2016 Commission Work Programme and confirmed in its 2017 Work Programme, in relation to the European Pillar of Social Rights.

The roadmap envisages the possibilities for a mix of legislative and non-legislative measures to increase the participation of women in the labour market, by ensuring equality between men and women with regard to labour market opportunities and treatment at work. The legal basis for such measures could be Articles 157(3) and 153(1)(i) TFEU.

In line with the Treaty, the Commission carried out a two-phase consultation with the EU social partners, as well as a broad public consultation. The first stage consultation of social partners on work-life balance ran between November 2015 and January 2016. The consultation requested their views on the challenges of work-life balance and the case for further EU-level action in this area. Following this, a dedicated hearing with the social partners on took place on 23 February 2016. A second stage consultation with the social partners ran between July and September 2016, which requested their views on a range of possible legislative proposals and asked if they would like to enter into negotiations on any of the aspects of the consultation. The possible legislative proposals in the consultation included options such as those highlighted in the resolution, including:

· Improving the possibilities for parents/carers to request flexible working arrangements (e.g. teleworking, job-sharing, flexible working times) to both women and men with children or elderly dependents and strengthening the enforcement of those rights.

· Introducing more possibilities for fathers to take leave. This could include better enforcement of and new incentives for take-up of parental leave by fathers. The option of paternity leave could also be considered.

· Increased protections for pregnant women and mothers. Examples could include provisions for breastfeeding mothers after return to work or improving protection against dismissal.

· Introduction of carers’ leave, i.e. new provisions for temporary carers’ leave for elderly or ill dependants.

The consultation closed on 30 September, with the result that the social partners will not enter into negotiations. The Commission is now analysing the replies of the consultation and intends to develop a package that includes legislation that would take into account the social partners’ views.

The Commission plans to support Member States by developing complementary non-legislative measures, building on existing EU-level tools, such as the Barcelona targets on childcare. Non-legislative measures could help improve the availability, accessibility and quality of care infrastructure for children and long-term care, as well as reduce disincentives in tax and benefit systems. Further measures could include:

· more regular monitoring and reporting on work-life balance policies in the European Semester;
· mobilising better the EU financial tools available to support Member States, such as the European Social Fund, to invest in projects and infrastructure (e.g. childcare/ care facilities);

· structured dialogue with the Member States, the social partners and stakeholders to identify, exchange and promote best practices regarding work-life balance;

· a targeted awareness-raising campaign aiming to foster an understanding of the benefits of work-life balance policies, including support and promotion of networks of employers promoting work-life reconciliation arrangements and integration of parents and carers in the labour market.

A comprehensive and holistic package of legislative and non-legislative measures is planned for spring 2017.

Concerning point 14 ("Calls on the Commission and the Member States to develop transformative policies and to invest in awareness-raising campaigns to overcome gender stereotypes and to promote a more equal sharing of care and domestic work, focusing also on the right and need for men to take up care responsibilities without being stigmatised or penalised; considers that businesses should be targeted and supported in their efforts to foster work-life balance and to combat discrimination"): Under the Rights Equality and Citizenship programme, the Commission is co-financing ten projects from national authorities responsible for gender equality promoting an equal economic independence for women and men and raising awareness on the need to have an equal sharing of housework and care responsibilities between women and men. They will be running until the end of 2016.

Concerning point 23 ("Calls on the Commission, in line with the Council conclusions of 16 June 2016 on gender equality, to enhance the status of its strategic engagement on gender equality and to integrate a gender perspective into the Europe 2020 strategy in order to ensure that work on gender equality is not made less of a priority; urges the Commission, therefore, to adopt a post-2015 Gender Equality Strategy in line with the recommendations of the European Pact for gender equality for the period 2011-2020"), the Commission would like to refer to the statement made by Commissioner Andriukaitis in the European Parliament plenary debate, on 2 February 2016, on oral question O-000006/2016 (New Strategy for Gender Equality and Women's Rights post-2015), and its written response to the European Parliament's resolution on the new strategy for women’s rights and gender equality in Europe post‑2015 (B8-0150/2016 / P8_TA(2016)0042).
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� http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2015_just_xxx_maternity_leave.en.pdf
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