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

The resolution acknowledges a number of positive developments in the EU, signalling the resilience and recovery of the European economy, and welcomes the main messages of the Annual Growth Survey (AGS), in particular the emphasis placed on ensuring social fairness as a means of stimulating more inclusive growth, creating quality and inclusive jobs and enhancing skills and the need to strengthen competitiveness, innovation and productivity. It also welcomes the involvement in the European Semester process of the social partners, the national parliaments and other relevant stakeholders from civil society.

The report stresses the need to strengthen the implementation of the Youth Guarantee at national, regional and local level, and the integration of the long term unemployed. It also calls to better align education and training with labour market needs and prioritise comprehensive training in digital skills, and underlines the importance of active labour market policies, the fight against undeclared work, ensuring the sustainability, adequacy and effectiveness of social security systems and the provision of quality long-term social services over the coming decades, and promoting tax and benefits reforms to make work pay and fight inequalities and poverty. The report welcomes as well the Commission’s initiative as regards launching consultations on the setting-up of a European Pillar of Social Rights.

Moreover, the report includes numerous calls on the Commission to act, to:

· identify inequalities and children as key priorities;

· define and quantify the concept of social fairness;

· improve the visibility and the effective use of employment and social indicators in the Semester, consider the introduction of a social imbalances procedure in the design of country-specific recommendations (CSRs);

· issue CSRs to the Member States on a number of specific employment and social policy areas such as active labour market policies (ALMPs), the rights and protection of workers, inequalities, structural funds and child poverty;

· strengthen and provide adequate funding for the Youth Guarantee;

· build forms of recognition of non-formal competences and address skills mismatches;

· take measures to help refugees settle and integrate;

· ensure social protection to digital workers and self-employed entrepreneurs;

· introduce policies designed to combat demographic decline and the dispersion of the population;

· work together with Member States to remove the obstacles to labour mobility;

· give greater consideration to the interests of micro-enterprises and small and medium-sized enterprises in the policy-making process;

· address the delay in European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) spending, ensure close monitoring of the use of EU funds to improve their effectiveness and provide CSRs on their implementation;

· and ensure that Member States are fully using the possibility to access the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI), help weaker regions and support social enterprises and SMEs in the application process, monitor and control its investments and measure their economic and social impact.

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

Paragraph 1: "[…] calls on the Commission to ensure that the country-specific recommendations (CSRs) relating to labour market reforms also stress the importance of active labour market policies and promote workers’ rights and the protection of workers":

The Commission agrees with the importance of active labour market policies and protecting worker's rights and is already addressing these areas in in the context of the European Semester, where both areas have been identified as key priorities. The Annual Growth Survey 2017 makes clear that precariousness, segmentation of the labour market and their impact on productivity growth need to be addressed to reduce their negative impact on internal demand and productivity growth. It also stresses the importance of comprehensive lifelong learning strategies and effective active labour market policies. The 2017 European Semester Country Reports analyse these areas in depth. Country-specific recommendations have been and will continue to be adopted where relevant, advising Member States to reduce labour market segmentation and improve active labour market policies.

Paragraph 2: "[…] stresses, however, that more effort is needed to improve the political visibility and impact of the scoreboard of key employment and social indicators; […] stresses that employment indicators should be put on an equal footing with the economic indicators, thus allowing them to trigger in-depth analyses and corrective action in the relevant Member States";

and
paragraph 8: "[…] calls on the Commission and the Member States to complement the Scoreboard with data on the quality of employment and on poverty, with especial emphasis on multidimensional child poverty";

and
paragraph 72: "Reiterates the request made to the Commission in the latest opinion prepared by the Committee on Employment and Social Affairs for the Committee on Economic and Monetary Affairs to consider the introduction of a procedure for social imbalances in the design of CSRs […]":
The Commission is taking steps to improve the visibility and impact of the Scoreboard of Key Employment and Social Indicators, the fourth edition of which was presented in the 2017 Joint Employment Report. The scoreboard is a powerful tool for the early detection of key employment and social problems and possible divergences. Together with other analytical tools, it helps underpin the challenges identified in the Country Reports and supports the drafting of Country Specific Recommendations. The visibility and readability of the scoreboard was strongly improved in 2016, as a methodology was agreed with the Employment Committee (EMCO) and the Social Protection Committee (SPC) to allow a classification of countries based on their performance on the scoreboard indicators (considering both levels and changes). The result is a table grouping countries in different categories (from "best performers" to "critical situations", with intermediate readings in between). The table is given high visibility in the JER and as a stand-alone document on the Commission's website
, thus improving also its political visibility.

The scoreboard is only one of the many analytical tools used by the Commission to assess the evolution of the employment and social situation in the European Union. The scoreboard, by construction, includes a restricted number of indicators, which point at the main labour market and social challenges in a timely and focused fashion. The Joint Assessment Framework (JAF), in particular, represents a more complete and comprehensive tool to underpin the economic and social analysis in the European Semester Country Reports and other analytical documents. The JAF is an indicator-based assessment system prepared jointly by EMCO, the SPC and the Commission, covering general and specific policy areas under the Employment Guidelines, with the objective to identify key challenges and good labour market outcomes and support Member States in establishing their priorities. It includes almost 500 indicators divided in 11 policy areas. Several JAF indicators address poverty and social inclusion among children and related aspects such as childcare.

The Commission has already shown its commitment to strengthening the reading of employment and social indicators along with macroeconomic data. This was achieved firstly through the inclusion of three additional labour market indicators (activity rate, long-term and youth unemployment) in the 2016 Alert Mechanism Report scoreboard. Their inclusion helped better address the social consequences of the crisis in the context of the Macroeconomic Imbalances Procedure. This is particularly relevant for the social consequences of the crisis and because long, drawn-out negative employment and social developments can have a negative impact on potential GDP growth in a variety of ways and risk compounding macroeconomic imbalances. Nevertheless, the focus of the macroeconomic imbalances procedure remains to prevent the emergence of harmful macroeconomic imbalances and ensure their correction. It is also worth noting, in this context, that more emphasis on the growth-adverse impact of negative social outcomes (such as high unemployment or high income inequality) has been systematically given in the European Semester Country Reports.

Furthermore, the European Pillar of Social Rights presented by the Commission on 26 April 2017 is supported by a Social Scoreboard of key indicators to screen employment and social performances of Member States and assess progress towards a social "triple A". The Social Scoreboard will be discussed with the relevant Council committees in the coming months, with a view to its use in the framework of the European Semester, and its incorporation in the annual Joint Employment Report published each autumn alongside the Annual Growth Survey.

Paragraphs 3 and 4

and
paragraph 73: "[…] calls on the Commission to make stronger recommendations to Member States regarding social inclusion and protection, also looking beyond the labour force, and in particular on investing in children":

Where relevant, the Commission has already issued CSRs on extending the provision of childcare in Member States with low female participation in labour market and on adequacy and coverage of social assistance in cases of high poverty levels among children.

The Investing in Children (IiC) Recommendation is the Commission's strategic approach when it comes to fighting child poverty and promoting child well-being. It offers a comprehensive rights-based integrated approach with clear objectives and targets. It has since 2013 been successfully used as a policy lever in the context of the European Semester resulting in a series of CSRs in the area of child and family policy. The IiC Recommendation has also a played a major role in the negotiations of the 2014-2020 ESIF programmes leading to a significant increase in funding earmarked for social inclusion projects that benefit children.

As part of the European Pillar of Social Rights package the Commission also published on 26 April 2017 a stock taking Staff Working Document (SWD(2017)258 final) on the impact of the 2013 IiC Recommendation.

The Commission organises every year a large EU level Forum on children's rights. The 2016 Forum was dedicated to the rights of migrant children. It has also presented guidelines to the Member States to help them set up child abuse prevention systems and has been actively promoting childcare capacity in the Member States through the monitoring of the so-called 2002 Barcelona childcare capacity objectives.

Paragraph 5: "[…] calls on the Commission to ensure that the CSRs include a specific focus on combating inequalities";
and

paragraph 29: "[…] calls on the Commission and the Member States to make the reduction of inequality a priority […]:

Overall, combating inequalities is considered a priority in the context of the European Semester. Policies promoted in the context of the European Semester boost equal opportunities, mitigate income inequalities and increase socio-economic convergence. The Annual Growth Survey 2017 puts an increasing emphasis on inequalities and highlights that high levels of inequality reduce the output of the economy and the potential for sustainable growth and underlines the importance of tax systems to combating income inequalities. It also covers extensively other policy levers to address inequalities, such as job creation, minimum wages, education, health, and social protection systems.

Where relevant, the Commission has already issued and will continue to issue Country-Specific Recommendations to the Member States on the key policy areas that can contribute to combating inequalities, such as the modernisation of social protection systems.

Paragraph 6: "Calls on the Commission and the Council to improve the strategy an overarching gender equality objective, […] calls on the Commission to continue to provide CSRs with regard to improved childcare services and long-term care that can have a positive impact on the labour market participation of women; reiterates its call on the Commission and the Member States to consider using gender-disaggregated data where appropriate in the European Semester monitoring process […]";
and

paragraph 18: "[…] calls, therefore, on the Commission and the Member States to put in place proactive policies and appropriate investment intended and designed to promote women’s participation in the labour market; […] deplores gender inequalities in terms of the employment rate and the pay and pensions gender gap; calls for policies encouraging and supporting women to build a career in entrepreneurship, facilitating access to finance and business opportunities and offering tailor-made training":
The Commission is regularly monitoring the social and employment situation of women in the European Semester, and has issued Country-Specific Recommendations to those countries with the greatest challenges, such as: provision of affordable and adequate childcare and long-term care services; financial disincentives to work; labour market segmentation; gender pay gap; and harmonising pensionable ages for men and women, with a view to reducing the gender pension gap. The 2017 AGS reiterates that equality of opportunities is key for social fairness and goes hand in hand with growth, namely as regards increasing female labour market participation, closing unjustified gender pay gaps and improving the work-life balance of men and women.

The EU Funds are also playing a major role. Around EUR 1.5 billion are allocated in the European Social Fund (ESF) between 2014 and 2020 to support gender equality, for instance by providing high-quality childcare services, combatting wage disparities between women and men, and supporting female entrepreneurship. The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) is also an important asset, with approximately EUR 1.25 billion supporting investments in childcare infrastructure.

In the context of the European Pillar of Social Rights, the Commission adopted on 26 April 2017 a "New Start" initiative to address the work-life balance challenges faced by working parents and carers. This initiative seeks to remove obstacles to parents' participation in the labour market due to caring responsibilities and also allow for a greater sharing of care responsibilities between women and men. The initiative aims at modernising the existing EU legal framework in the area of family-related leaves and flexible working arrangements. It includes a proposal for a Directive on Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers and a set of non-legislative measures to complement the legislative proposal. This initiative would be expected to have a positive impact on female employment, and therefore also help to reduce the number of women in poverty.

The Commission launched in 2016 the "WEgate platform" – "the European gateway for women’s entrepreneurship". This unique hub for online networking provides crucial information, inspiration and support to women entrepreneurs starting, financing, managing, marketing and expanding their businesses. The Commission also launched in 2017 the European Community of Women Business Angels and women entrepreneurs, by means of four projects covering 14 EU countries and funded by the European Parliament. The network will support women entrepreneurs in accessing alternative sources of funding by raising the awareness of business angels, training women who would like to become business angels, and helping women entrepreneurs to present their business ideas to potential investors.

Paragraph 9: "Calls on the Commission to define and quantify its concept of social fairness, taking into account both employment and social policies, to be achieved through the 2016 [sic] Annual Growth Survey and the European Semester":

The overarching message in this year's Annual Growth Survey is to redouble efforts along the "virtuous triangle" of boosting investment, pursuing structural reforms and ensuring responsible fiscal policies. In doing so, the Commission has to focus on social fairness and delivering more inclusive growth. The Annual Growth Survey discusses extensively the main levers to pursue this, ranging from social and human capital investment to structural reforms in employment, social and education policies.
Also, the European Pillar of Social Rights, adopted by the Commission on 26 April 2017 in line with the European Parliament resolution of 19 January 2017 on a European Pillar of Social Rights, seeks to ensure fairness and social justice in Europe. The Pillar sets out 20 key principles to support fair and well-functioning labour markets and welfare systems. The Pillar has been conceived as a reference framework to screen the employment and social performance of participating Member States, drive reforms at national level and, more specifically, serve as a compass for the renewed process of convergence towards better working and living conditions in Europe, primarily for the euro area but also for all EU Member States wishing to be part of it. The 20 principles and rights enshrined in the Pillar are structured around three categories: (1) equal opportunities and access to the labour market, (2) fair working conditions, and (3) social protection and inclusion. They place the focus on how to deliver on the promise of the Treaties of a highly competitive social market economy, aiming at full employment and social progress.

Paragraph 10: "Calls on the Member States and the Commission to speed up the implementation of all programmes which can boost the creation of decent, quality, long-term employment for all categories of the population, and particularly young people […]";

and
paragraph 11: "[…] urges the Commission to carry out impact studies [of the Youth Guarantee] with a view to determining precisely what results have been achieved so far and to take additional measures, and to take into account the awaited audit by the Court of Auditors and the sharing of best practices and the organisation of workshops which bring together all the actors concerned and are designed to make this instrument more effective; […] emphasises the need to ensure that the Youth Guarantee reaches young people facing multiple exclusions and extreme poverty; points out that special attention should be paid to young women and girls, who could face gender-related barriers; calls on the Commission and the Member States to provide adequate funding for the Youth Guarantee in order to ensure that it is implemented properly in all Member States and to help even more young people":
The Commission will continue to support the full roll-out of the national Youth Guarantee (YG) schemes, and will carry on monitoring its implementation through the launch of a third data collection exercise in spring 2017. Furthermore, in order to enhance access to the YG of the most vulnerable groups, the Commission will continue its outreach and information activities. Besides, as announced in its Communication "Investing in Europe's Youth" of 7 December 2016, the Commission is taking a series of new initiatives to step up its efforts for fighting youth unemployment. These include: (i) a pilot project for the longer term mobility of apprentices that will provide the necessary knowledge and experience to design a more permanent scheme in the near future, and (ii) the development of a quality framework for apprenticeships that would complement the existing strategy to valorise apprenticeships and make them more attractive for young people and companies. Also the European Solidarity Corps that offers opportunities to young people aged 18 to 30 to help and support others and express their solidarity will allow the participants to acquire new skills and experience and thus improve their employability.
On 4 October 2016 the Commission published the report "The Youth Guarantee and the Youth Employment Initiative three years on" responding to the request of the June 2013 European Council. The report presents the results of the implementation of the Youth Guarantee (YG) and the Youth Employment Initiative (YEI) in the eligible Member States. It highlights that accelerating and broadening the YG would require: (i) ensuring full and sustainable implementation through continued political commitment and financial support for the YG as a long-term, structural reform; (ii) better engaging with non-registered NEETs and the low-skilled who are under-represented among beneficiaries, and (iii) strengthening the capacity of partners (in particular public employment services), better cooperation between education providers and employers to expand the pool of good-quality offers and improving the quality of offers.

The Commission is looking forward to the Court of Auditors' report, and will respond adequately to the Court's recommendations. The Commission will also continue supporting Member States in implementing the YG and in improving their education and training systems through the promotion of mutual learning on the basis of common priorities. Finally, in order to support Member States in the full and sustainable implementation of the YG, the Commission has proposed to supplement the original allocation of the YEI by EUR 1 billion, to be equally matched from ESF allocation of eligible Member States.

Paragraph 13: "[…] calls on the Commission to therefore consider the special opportunities offered by all cultural and creative sectors (CCSs), including NGOs and small associations, for example in the framework of the YEI":
Cultural and creative industries have a great potential to create new jobs for young people. The Youth Employment Initiative (YEI), together with the European Social Fund, provides substantial support for measures that facilitate the integration of young people into the labour market. In many Member States the YEI is used to provide support to entrepreneurship measures, including in cultural and creative industries.

The European Parliament pilot project network of young creative entrepreneurs, "Creative Tracks", helps to connect existing networks of young entrepreneurs active in the cultural and creative sectors across the world and to find new opportunities.

Through the European Network of Creative Hubs project, the Commission assists small organisations at the local level to better network also at the European level. Creative hubs are about organising creative work in today's world of innovative disruptions and can help to provide solutions for societal problems in particular of youth unemployment and social inclusion.

As skills development is a key element for facilitating the integration of young people into the labour market, the successful peer-to-peer exchange programme within the European Network of Creative Hubs could be scaled up in the future in order to help with skills development and job opportunities in the CCIs in a new and innovative way. The beneficiaries of this programme are in fact very small organisations at the local level and young people directly, and the Commission is exploring further ways to extend cooperation.

Paragraph 23: "[…] calls on the Commission and the Member States to build systems of recognition of non-formal and informal competences […]";
and

paragraph 33: "[…] calls on the Commission to promote, at Member State level, forms of cooperation involving governments, enterprises, including social economy enterprises, educational institutions, individualised support services, civil society and the social partners, on the basis of exchange of best practices and with a view to adapting the education and training systems of the Member States in order to combat skills mismatch, so as to meet labour market needs":

Member States are already putting in place national arrangements for the validation of non-formal and informal learning in line with the Council Recommendation of 20 December 2012 on the validation of non-formal and informal learning (2012/C 398/01). The Commission monitors the state-of-play and provides guidance and thematic analysis of key issues relating to the design and implementation of validation initiatives, so that the deadline of 2018 set in the Regulation is met.

In the framework of ET2020, Member States are cooperating around four strategic objectives: making lifelong learning a reality, improving the quality and efficiency of education and training; promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship. The Joint Report 2015 and mid-term stocktaking confirmed their relevance. As part of the New Skills Agenda for Europe, the Commission proposed an initiative to provide adults with low levels of skills and low participation rates in education access to flexible learning pathways, to assure their inclusion in the labour market and society. The Council Recommendation on "Upskilling Pathways: New Opportunities for Adults", which has the potential to respond to the upskilling needs of around 70 million Europeans, took the Commission proposal forward.

The Commission has addressed education policy challenges in the Communication on Improving and modernising education (part of the "Youth" package adopted in December 2016), where it highlighted the strategic importance of education for socio-economic development and proposed a number of initiatives to be put forward throughout 2017.

Firstly, the Commission will adopt a renewed EU strategy for supporting Member States and institutions in the modernisation of higher education. This initiative will aim, inter alia, to support the contribution of institutions to innovation; to build strong higher education systems, with funding and organisation that incentivises and rewards excellent teaching as much as excellent research, encourage innovation and social engagement; and to improve the evidence base for policy and practice in higher education and the availability of data on graduate employment and social outcomes with a proposal for a Recommendation on Graduate Tracking.

Secondly, the Commission will present a package of initiatives in support of high quality and inclusive school education. These measures will aim to: take a fresh look at the competences that Europe's youth should acquire and at how to best teach and assess learning outcomes (reviewing the 2006 European Framework of Key Competences); support the crucial role of teachers and school leadership for high quality and inclusive education by developing an attractive profession that enhances learning through collaboration and professional development; strengthen the governance of school education systems, including the quality assurance, the efficient use of resources and the continuity of learners' competence development through different levels of education; support the development of young children through a European quality framework for early childhood education and care; and promote inclusive education and common EU values through education and non-formal learning. On the latter, the Commission will propose before the end of 2017 a Council Recommendation on promoting social inclusion and shared values.

Moreover, the Commission, also as a follow up of the Paris Declaration, continues supporting projects and activities aimed at preventing radicalisation, in particular through promoting shared values and inclusive education under the Erasmus+ programme.

Paragraph 25: "[…] stresses that EFSI has not developed sufficient investment in social infrastructure and that this is a lost opportunity that must be urgently addressed";

and

Paragraph 56: "[…] asks the Commission to help the weaker regions with the application process, but not to modify the basic premise of selecting projects solely on the basis of their quality; calls urgently on the Commission to support social enterprises and SMEs in being able to access the EFSI; calls on the Commission and the European Investment Bank to take additional and proactive steps to ensure that all Member States and sectors are being appropriately targeted with a view to accessing EFSI […]; calls on the Commission to monitor and control investments under the EFSI and measure their economic and social impact, and to ensure that EFSI does not duplicate existing financial programmes or substitute direct public spending; reiterates its call for investment in human and social capital in areas such as healthcare, childcare and affordable housing";
and

paragraph 63: "[…] encourages Member States, the Commission and the EIB to make use of EFSI for social infrastructure, including implementation of the right to adequate and affordable housing for all":

The Commission agrees that there is room for improvement to attract more projects on social infrastructure, but recalls at the same time that the EFSI is a fully demand-driven instrument and projects are selected upon their merits based on clearly established criteria. Also, this result needs to be seen in conjunction with the high amount of support the EFSI has provided to SMEs – the backbone of Europe's economy – with currently around 30% of the total expected investment geared towards them. To date, 4% of the total investment to be generated thanks to EFSI support is expected to benefit social infrastructures.

The Commission's proposal to extend the duration and increase the financial capacity of EFSI foresees that SMEs will remain key beneficiaries, with an even larger share of financing being geared towards them. The EFSI 2.0 proposal is also proposing important improvements in a number of other areas: strengthening additionality, further simplifying the combination and complementarity of the EFSI with other EU funds, notably the European Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) – both grants and financial instruments, reinforcing the take-up of the EFSI in less-developed regions and transition regions, enhancing the European Investment Advisory Hub, and promoting the setting up of Investment Platforms – national, regional, and cross-border.
Paragraph 26:

The Commission agrees on the importance of creating more quality jobs, as indicated in the Annual Growth Survey (AGS) 2017. The AGS makes clear that Member States should, together with social partners, and in line with national practices, make sure that their wage-setting systems are effective in delivering both job creation and real income increases, and for that adjust better to changes in productivity over time. The Commission has also emphasised in the AGS that when setting minimum wages, Member States and social partners should consider their impact on in-work poverty, job creation and competitiveness. When relevant, country-specific recommendations on wage-setting have been addressed to Member States in full respect of the role of social partners and the subsidiarity principle.

Paragraph 28:

While integration of third country nationals, including refugees, is a Member States competence, the EU has an important role to play in providing support and incentives for Member States’ actions, and it has been doing it for several years already. The current situation of refugees across the EU clearly calls for ambitious and coordinated actions in all the relevant policy areas – notably, employment, education, social inclusion etc. to tackle the challenges posed by migration and reap its full benefits. Available EU funding, peer learning activities and policy guidance are important tools in providing these incentives and support. For this reason, on 7 June 2016 the Commission presented the Action Plan on integration of third country nationals. The Action Plan provides a common policy framework with supporting measures at the EU level aiming to support Member States in developing and strengthening their national integration policies for third country nationals (including some actions specific to refugees). The actions span across the various key policy areas and phases of the integration process, notably pre-departure/ pre-arrival measures, education, employment and vocational training, basic services, active participation and social inclusion.

Paragraph 32: "Regrets that the Commission’s latest recommendations ignored Parliament’s request to strengthen the application of Article 349 TFEU, namely by adopting differentiated measures and programmes to reduce asymmetries, as well as to maximise social cohesion in the EU; […] reiterates its call on the Commission to assist Member States and European regions, particularly outermost regions, in the design and funding of the investment programmes under the MFF";
and

paragraph 57: "[…] calls on the Commission to bolster the application of Article 349 TFEU":
The Commission is already working closely with the outermost regions (ORs) within the OR Employment Network and the ORs technical working groups. A technical seminar on employment in the ORs took place in Brussels on 9-10 March 2016 with experts from the regions, the Member States and the Economic and Social Committee to identify good practices and concrete measures and initiatives to boost job creation and maintenance. The ESF and YEI contribute to strengthening of the life-long learning of jobseekers and employed. They take into account socio-economic characteristics and demographic developments of the ORs and are specifically targeted to address youth employment, education shortcomings, training, mobility and social innovation.

The Commission is well aware of the particular problems that the ORs face in terms of job qualification and employment. Their specific situation has been taken into account when programming the Structural Funds. For instance, in the case of the French outermost regions, priority domains such as social inclusion, fight against poverty, early school leaving, and development of the administrative capacity have been identified in addition to the ones identified at national level following the country specific recommendations.

In the framework of the ESIF, the specificities of the outermost regions are taken into account by the increase in the budget that has been granted to them. In addition, an ERDF allowance is granted to the outermost regions to offset the additional costs to their geographical situation. This allocation amounts to EUR 1.4 billion for the period 2014-2020. Furthermore, ORs specificities such as remoteness have been taken into account also when implementing the EU horizontal programmes such as Erasmus+ or Erasmus for young entrepreneurs by providing the maximum financial allowance to those people going to or coming from the ORs.
Paragraph 39: "[…] calls for better promotion and use of the European tools for transparency, mobility and recognition of skills and qualifications, with a view to facilitating mobility as regards learning and working; reaffirms the need to ensure mobility opportunities for vocational training, disadvantaged young people and people suffering from different forms of discrimination":
The Commission also welcomes the recognition of the high value of Erasmus+ in supporting developments at all education and training levels, in supporting the knowledge triangle and in focusing on crucial issues such entrepreneurship. 85% of Erasmus+ higher education students now report that their studies abroad are fully recognised by their home institution and work in the Bologna Process to strengthen the recognition of full degrees is ongoing, including on short-cycle professional qualifications. The Commission fully agrees that more funds and support are necessary to target thematic areas such as early school leaving (ESL), higher education, youth employment, vocational education and training (VET), lifelong learning and mobility, preventing radicalisation, and ensuring long-term social inclusion.

Regulation (EU) 2016/589, adopted in April 2016, introduces concrete measures to facilitate intra-EU job mobility under fair conditions throughout the EU: giving workers easy access to all European job vacancies and job applications online (EURES portal), clear information on where and how to find vacancies in other EU countries, and minimum support services to be expected when looking for assistance with job search and CV's, matching and recruitment. The Regulation also introduces a pathway in all Member States to open the network for private employment services and to extend their activities to apprenticeships and traineeships, beyond ordinary jobs.

Moreover, the Commission has been implementing and developing the concept of "targeted mobility schemes" which aim to support primarily those groups furthest away from the labour market – e.g. young people, unemployed and long-term unemployed. These activities are implemented through, respectively, the job mobility schemes "Your first EURES job" (for young EU citizens aged 18 to 35) and "Reactivate" for unemployed citizens aged 35+. Both schemes aim at providing information, recruitment, matching and placement support to both jobseekers and employers, facilitating thus access to jobs, and apprenticeship and traineeship opportunities. Financial support is also available to help address recurrent mobility costs and/ or obstacles (e.g. language training costs, interview trips abroad, relocation costs, etc.).

Drawing on the "Your first EURES job" concept, the Commission will also monitor the pilot phase of the occupational strand of the European Solidarity Corps, launched in December 2016 (through a call for proposals). This initiative targets young people aged 18 to 30, and is deemed to give them access to work placements with a solidarity dimension in any EU country. Activities are due to start in early summer 2017.

Paragraph 41:

The proposal for a "European Accessibility Act" (COM(2015) 615 final), adopted by the Commission in December 2015, is among the EU's legislative priorities for 2017 as recognised by the Joint Declaration of the three Institutions. The Commission has organised an Accessibility Workshop in February 2017 to present the business case for providing accessible products and services. The workshop reflected the state of the art of accessibility legislation, policies and products and services in the areas covered by the current proposal for a European Accessibility Act. Persons with disabilities and their representative organisations have been participating in the discussions.

Directive (EU) 2016/2102 on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies was published on 2 December 2016 and entered into force on 22 December 2016. The transposition of this Directive, commonly known as the "Web Accessibility Directive", is ongoing and Member States have until 23 September 2018 to complete it and inform the Commission.

Paragraphs 45 and 68:

In the context of the European Pillar of Social Rights, the Commission started on 26 April 2017 a consultation of social partners to define possible new rules in the area of access to social protection. Today's more flexible working arrangements provide new job opportunities especially for the young but can potentially give rise to new precariousness and inequalities. The Commission wants to explore ways of providing as many people as possible with social security cover, including self-employed and gig-economy workers. The Commission will examine the views expressed by the social partners. If, having considered those views, the Commission concludes that there is a need for action at EU level, it will launch a second-phase consultation of the social partners on the content of any proposal for action, in accordance with Article 154 (3) of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.

Paragraph 46: "[…] calls on the Commission and the Member States to give greater consideration to the interests of MSMEs in the policy-making process by applying the SME test all along the legislative process, in accordance with the 'Think small first principle', and to promote existing forms of financial support for micro-enterprises, such as the Employment and Social Innovation (EaSI) programme […]":

The Commission already considers SMEs and entrepreneurship as key to ensuring economic growth, innovation, job creation, and social integration in the EU. This is strongly reflected in the AGS 2017. The Small Business Act for Europe (SBA) provides a comprehensive SMEs policy for the EU and EU countries. The Commission also promotes entrepreneurship through the Entrepreneurship Action Plan, supports entrepreneurship education, and provides support tools for aspiring entrepreneurs. The Commission is also working with financial institutions to improve the funding available to SMEs by stimulating the provision of loans and venture capital through financial instruments, and helps Member States to share good policy on improving access to finance which allows them to benefit from the experience of others. The SME test is part of the Better Regulation package, and impacts on SMEs must be included in the final Impact Assessment reports that accompany the Commission's proposals. The adoption of procedures similar to the Commission's SME test at national level has been improving thanks to the ex-ante conditionality introduced in the European Structural Funds and is subject to assessment and recommendations in the context of the European Semester, together with the uptake of Regulatory Impact Assessments.

Paragraph 48:

The Commission agrees with the importance of investment in human capital, identified as a key priority in the Annual Growth Survey 2017. Sustained investment efforts are needed in education and life-long learning in order to support employability and redress the risk of gaps in wages and working conditions between high-skilled and low-skilled workers. Investing in education, skills and lifelong learning is one of the thematic priorities of cohesion policy for the 2014-2020 period. Where relevant, the Commission has proposed country-specific recommendations on education, labour market relevance of education (including school and university education), skills, VET and adult learning.
Furthermore, in 2016 the Commission adopted the "New Skills Agenda for Europe", which sets out ten key actions to improve skills quality and relevance across Europe, to make skills and qualifications more visible and comparable, and to improve skills intelligence and information for better career choices.

Paragraph 50: "[…] calls on the Commission, in close cooperation with the Member States, to take measures to provide better information on all European funds and programmes having the potential to boost entrepreneurship, investment and access to finance, such as Erasmus for Young Entrepreneurs":
Under the shared management principle, communicating on the cohesion policy is mainly the responsibility of Member States and Managing Authorities implementing the programmes. However, the Commission has already taken steps to facilitate access to funding during the programme period 2014-20 by requiring all cohesion policy investment opportunities to be accessible via a single home page or portal in each country (Article 115 (1d) of the Common Provisions Regulation (CPR)). For the thematic objective Competitiveness of SMEs, a total of EUR 94.9 billion is available under the ESI Funds – with EUR 48.8 billion the ERDF contribution covers 51.4% of the total
.

Furthermore, the Commission is currently compiling an overview of links per Member State with calls for project applications, including those of interest to entrepreneurs.

Paragraph 54: "[…] calls on the Commission to ensure the close monitoring of the use of EU funds to improve effectiveness; Calls on the Commission to provide CSRs on the implementation of EU funds, in order to increase the coverage and effectiveness of social and active labour market policies at national level":

All cohesion policy operational programmes are subject to ex-ante evaluations that assess their social, economic and environmental outcomes/ impacts. The adequacy of the programmes in terms of their contribution to the Europe 2020 objectives and country specific recommendations is verified by the negotiations with the Commission, leading to their adoption. The outputs and the results of the programmes are regularly reported by Member States to the Commission. Their summaries, together with the synthesis of evaluation findings, are reported by the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions each year. Monitoring of the environmental impacts is part of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Directive which applies to all operational programmes (OPs) that foresee projects.
The Commission has been closely monitoring the state of play of designation of authorities and has provided guidance in order to help them overcome bottlenecks delaying the process of designation. In spite of this, it should be noted that in many cases the delays in designation of authorities have not hindered implementation of actions on the ground.

The Commission has launched a study on the linkages between the CSRs and ESI Funds programming whose first preliminary results illustrate the contribution of CSRs in relation in particular to ESF programming. In several Member States, the CSRs and Country Reports identified challenges that had an impact on the programming and implementation of ESI Funds 2014-2020, at least as far as ESF is concerned. Since 2012 most CSRs have referred to challenges in the labour markets, public employment services, social inclusion, equality and education, which especially influenced the 2014-20 ESF-supported OPs. CSRs have therefore provided, in many cases, good guidance on where to invest (at the start of the programming period and during implementation) and on how to invest efficiently.

The link to policy priorities is relevant for the implementation of the ESF as the fund is one of the most important to support Member States in delivering on structural reforms. Ex-ante conditionalities and the steer by the Commission in the programming phase have played a considerable role for Member States to address a number of essential reforms (whether on PES, active labour market policies, social inclusion or support to labour market reforms in general). Other sources of a strategic nature, other than the CSRs, are also part of the programming, in particular the National Reform Programmes, as well as the strategic frameworks that Member States have in place to make effective use of ESI Funds opportunities and that were subject to scrutiny under the ex-ante conditionalities exercise. The relatively broad choices Member States were able to do in their investments, in spite of the thematic concentration rules, reflect the possibility of investing in areas that are not directly linked to the CSRs, but do have strategic importance.

The Commission agrees that it is crucial to make the rules governing EU Funds as simple as possible from the perspective of the beneficiary. Therefore, in the context of the mid-term review of the Multiannual Financial Framework, the Commission proposed amendments to the rules applicable to several EU Funds aimed at facilitating the access to EU funding for beneficiaries. These proposals constitute an ambitious package of changes that will increase the focus of implementation of the EU budget on results, by reducing administrative burden for public authorities and beneficiaries, removing bottlenecks and increasing flexibility and synergies between EU Funds.

Paragraph 58: "Stresses the need for the Commission and the Member States to reach a stronger commitment to apply Article 174 of the TFEU […]":
The Commission has been committed to promoting an integrated approach to territorial and urban development in order to respond to the local needs and specificities more effectively. Although the territorial dimension has been reinforced in the 2014-2020 programming period, there is still room for improvement to translate the territorial cohesion objective more generally into EU, national and regional level policy making. Providing broadband digitalisation for example is one of the key elements to improve the competitiveness and connectivity of regions and cities. This is why in the EU Urban Agenda, a Digital transition partnership was set up to provide better public services to citizens and create business opportunities.

Paragraph 60: "Calls on the Commission to introduce policies designed to combat demographic decline and the dispersion of the population […]":

The Annual Growth Survey (AGS) 2017 identifies ageing as a challenge, in particular its impact on the financial sustainability and adequacy of social protection systems. In the context of the European Semester, the Commission monitors developments in this area and issues CSRs to the Member States where relevant, e.g. to improve the long term sustainability and adequacy of pension systems. The AGS also highlights that in many Member States the working-age population and the labour force continue to shrink, notably as a result of low birth rates, ageing, emigration and health-related exits from the labour market, and outlines the necessary structural reforms to address this.

Paragraph 62: "[…] urges the Commission, Member States and social partners to: encourage higher employment rates for all age groups; work to reduce gender segregation and the gender pay gap; adapt labour markets for older workers through age-friendly working conditions enabling them to work up to statutory retirement age; combat age stereotypes in labour markets; ensure a life-cycle and preventive approach to occupational health and safety; focus on work-life balance for persons with care responsibilities, through appropriate care-and-leave schemes and by supporting informal carers; support and inform employers, especially SMEs, on how work environments can be improved to allow workers of all ages to stay productive; support public employment services to enable them to provide meaningful assistance to older jobseekers; invest in and promote lifelong learning for workers of all ages, both inside and outside the workplace, and develop systems for skills validation and certification; help older workers to remain active longer and prepare for retirement through employee-driven flexible working conditions allowing them to reduce their working time during the transition between work and retirement":
Through the European Semester, the Commission has been monitoring the situation of female labour market participation in the Country Reports and issued Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) to those Member States with the largest challenge, by covering such issues as: i) generally improving the labour-market participation of women; ii) addressing the gender pay gap; iii) improving the availability, affordability and/ or quality of (full-time) childcare; iv) reducing tax-benefit disincentives for second-earners and v) equalising pensionable ages between women and men. On 26 April 2017, the Commission also adopted, as part of the Social Pillar package, a new initiative to improve work-life balance.

Concerning older workers, the Annual Growth Survey 2017 highlighted that longer and more fulfilling working lives also depend on adequate skills, lifelong learning opportunities and enabling working environments, including flexible task allocations and working time schedules. These aspects are systematically monitored through the European Semester. To support Member States and social partners in promoting longer working lives, the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, in cooperation with the Commission, has carried out a study "Extending working lives through flexible retirement schemes"
. This report investigates how partial retirement schemes can contribute to sustainable and adequate pension systems by enabling and motivating people to extend their working lives.

Through the European Network of Public Employment Services (PES) the European Union supports sharing of good practice and knowledge transfer through a mutual learning programme to encourage PES modernisation and capacity building. Modernisation programmes including developing digital services enable PES to dedicate more intensive support to those furthest from the labour market including older persons. As requested by the Council, the PES Network is also significantly contributing to the implementation of the Recommendation on the Integration of the Long-term Unemployed. This includes the establishment of quality standards for the design of services necessary to reintegrate those with particular barrier to re-employment including partnerships between PES and other support agencies.

Paragraph 63: "Underlines the need for the Commission to monitor developments in homelessness and housing exclusion […]":
Tackling homelessness and housing exclusion has been recurrently addressed in the European Semester. The 2017 AGS underlines the importance of housing policies for social inclusion and for reducing labour mobility through targeted allowances or social housing programmes. In 2017, the issue of homelessness was flagged in the country reports of six Member States, and barriers to access to affordable, adequate housing were identified in the majority of country reports, as part of the broad housing market analysis.

The Commission will continue developing statistics in the area of housing exclusion and homelessness, together with Eurostat, the Social Protection Committee's Indicators Subgroup and Eurofound. In joint action with the Commission, the OECD published in February 2017 a comprehensive database on affordable housing, which further improves the monitoring framework.

�	� HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=101&langId=en" �http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=101&langId=en�


�	� HYPERLINK "https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/themes/3#" �https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/themes/3#�


�	� HYPERLINK "https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2016/labour-market-social-policies/extending-working-lives-through-flexible-retirement-schemes-partial-retirement" �https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2016/labour-market-social-policies/extending-working-lives-through-flexible-retirement-schemes-partial-retirement�
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