[bookmark: SKILLS]Follow up to the European Parliament non-legislative resolution on the Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience
1. Resolution tabled pursuant to Rule 136(5) of the European Parliament's Rules of Procedure
2. Reference numbers: 2020/2818 (RSP) / B9-0108/2021 / P9_TA-PROV(2021)0051
3. Date of adoption of the resolution: 11 February 2021
4. Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL)
5. Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it:
The European Parliament welcomes the European Skills Agenda and its 12 flagship actions. It calls for a swift implementation of these actions and for the necessary funding to be made available, via Union support and at the national level. The Parliament highlights in particular the link between skills and sustainable growth and the importance of access to training and reskilling for workers in industries and sectors that need to undergo fundamental changes with a view to a green and digital transition. An emphasis is further placed on accessibility of up- and reskilling opportunities for vulnerable groups, including low-skilled adults, persons with disabilities, disadvantaged communities such as the Roma and for concerted action to combat gender stereotypes and improve the prospects of women. Emphasis is also placed on the importance of validation and certification of skills gained outside formal education and training and need for improvement in the mutual recognition of qualifications and skills gained in another Member State. The Parliament stresses the importance of active support to teachers and the need to boost the involvement of social partners in skills policy and initiatives. The Parliament also calls for the full implementation of existing Union initiatives or Commission proposals, notably the Professional Qualifications Directive and the Blue Card proposal on skilled migration. The Parliament calls upon the Commission to include an indicator on skills gaps in the social scoreboard of the European Pillar of Social Rights.
6. Response to the requests and overview of the action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The Commission welcomes the European Parliament’s strong support for the European Skills Agenda and for its 12 flagship actions as conveyed by the resolution. With regard to the specific requests set out therein: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]As requested by the Parliament (paragraphs 2, 22 and 45) the Commission has a clear commitment to ensure access to quality up- and reskilling opportunities for all, including notably for the most vulnerable in our society. The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) has as its first principle that: ‘Everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, training and life-long learning in order to maintain and acquire skills that enable them to participate fully in society and manage successfully transitions in the labour market’. Implementation is monitored through the European Semester. The Union funding complements national resources and supports Member States, regions and stakeholders to put this into practice. Notably, the Recovery and Resilience Facility has up- and reskilling as one of the seven priority areas for investment. Moreover, the European Social Fund Plus (ESF+) will invest in up- and re-skilling and requires that Member States will have to allocate at least 25% of their ESF+ resources to promote social inclusion and support the most vulnerable.
Several initiatives of the Skills Agenda will include a specific focus on vulnerable groups. For instance, as part of the preparation of the forthcoming proposal on Individual Learning Accounts, as announced in the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, the Commission is looking into how to motivate and incentivise the working age population to participate in up- and reskilling, in particular those who participate the least in training, such as the low qualified and other vulnerable groups. This builds on the work carried out in the framework of the 2016 Council Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways. This year, the Commission will launch an evaluation of this recommendation expecting to be able to publish the results by mid-2022.
To drive progress, the European Skills Agenda sets out quantified objectives on the participation of low-qualified adults in learning, and on digital skills attainment (as outlined in the response to paragraph 24 below). Specific actions to close the digital divide are also underway or envisaged (see also paragraph 24). The Commission agrees on the importance of transparency and recognition of skills gained whether formally and attested by qualifications or through non-formal and informal learning (paragraphs 3 and 28). This is important both on a transnational basis to facilitate mobility between the Member States and in a domestic context to show what a person knows and can do. The 2012 Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning (2012/C 398/01) is an important framework in this context. An evaluation of the actions taken by the Member States in response to the recommendation was published together with the Skills Agenda in 2020 (SWD/2020/121 final).
The planned proposal on micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability, as announced in the Pillar Action Plan, would also aim to facilitate the recognition of learning outcomes.
In the context of cross-border mobility, initiatives such as the European Qualifications Framework can help to promote transparency in qualifications and facilitate their recognition in other Member States. More broadly, in a national and international context, tools such as the Europass can equally help to display skills, make them better understood and support validation and certification processes.
Furthermore, the assessment of prior experience and learning and validation of skills gained is hardwired in initiatives such as the Upskilling Pathways (Council Recommendation 2016/C 484/01). Activities such as the Commission’s ‘Validation Festival’ aim to further promote the importance of this topic.
The Pact for Skills is one of the flagship actions of the European Skills Agenda and was launched by the Commission on 10 November 2020. It aims to increase the number of upskilling and reskilling opportunities available to people of working age with a clear focus on those with less access to such opportunities (paragraph 4), like employees of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs). Regional Pacts for Skills are encouraged as part of the model. To this end, the Commission is working with the Committee of the Regions and is in contact with stakeholders representing cities and regions.
The Commission continues to promote Vocational Education and Training (VET) and in particular the provision of more and better apprenticeships, inter alia through the Renewed European Alliance for Apprenticeships. Member States are directly supported in establishing or reforming apprenticeship schemes, through the Apprenticeship Support Services and bench learning (benchmarking + peer learning) activities. Four Member States are fully participating in the first round of bench learning, with seven further Member States taking part as observers.
Substantial funding is available at the level of the Union (paragraph 6) for up- and re-skilling and for vocational education and training. As mentioned above, the new Recovery and Resilience Facility includes up- and reskilling as one of its seven priority investment areas and Member States are encouraged also to make full use of these funds to support quality vocational education and training (VET).
The Commission will report on the implementation of the Council Recommendation on a European Framework for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships in the course of 2021. The Framework already includes quality criteria for pay/ compensation, social protection as well as work, health and safety conditions for apprentices.
Regarding closer collaboration (paragraph 46), the Renewed European Alliance for Apprenticeships provides for a very close cooperation between the EU and national level, as well as businesses/ employers, VET schools, social partners, regions and cities, youth organisations, and think tanks. Since 2013, the Alliance has provided over 1 million new apprenticeships and other work-based learning opportunities pledged by members.
The Commission initiative on Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVE), brings together a wide range of partners such as providers of vocational education and training, employers, research centres, development agencies, and employment services (among others), to co-create "skills ecosystems" that contribute to regional economic and social development, innovation, and smart specialisation strategies. They aim to provide high quality vocational skills, support entrepreneurial activities, diffusion of innovation, and act as knowledge and innovation hubs for companies (particularly SMEs), while working with centres in other countries through international collaborative platforms. A major objective of CoVEs is to establish strong and enduring cooperation and partnership models.
The 2014 Council Recommendation on the Quality Framework for Traineeships sets standards for quality traineeships, including increased transparency on whether an allowance or compensation and health and accident insurance are applicable, as well as the likelihood of being hired after the traineeship. This has the aim of allowing for an informed decision by the candidate. In its European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, the Commission has announced that it will review this framework, notably with regard to working conditions.
The Council Recommendation on vocational education and training for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience, is a consistent and coherent part of the European Skills Agenda. To make vocational education and training attractive for young people and adults, the Commission will promote the full implementation of the Recommendation at national level (paragraph 8). This includes support to raise the overall quality of national vocational education and training systems (e.g. by establishing and developing European Platforms of Centres of Vocational Excellence, introducing a peer learning activity on quality assurance, enhancing the work on apprenticeships and mobility). The Commission will also facilitate the Europe-wide interconnection of digital platforms for learning and career management through the new Europass platform.
Furthermore, the Commission will further improve strategic skills anticipation at EU level as a support to make national vocational education and training qualifications more relevant. To this end, the Commission will continue organising communication activities focused on raising the image of VET in Europe. The European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) will continue monitoring the implementation of EU vocational education and training policy while the European Training Foundation (ETF) will continue to promote reforms in VET in candidate and neighbourhood countries.
The social scoreboard linked to the European Pillar of Social Rights includes indicators on education, skills and lifelong learning in line with Principle 1 of the Pillar (paragraph 13). This includes skills gaps with regard to rates of participation in learning. Skills gaps or bottlenecks related to the demand for specific skills vary significantly across Europe, in line with regional and local labour markets and their specialisms.
With regard to the Professional Qualifications Directive (paragraph 16), so far the Commission has adopted a delegated regulation on March 2019 establishing a common training test for ski instructors. This was done in agreement with professional organisations and Member States, following a transparent due process and considering the mobility obstacles encountered before in the profession.
Common training frameworks can only be established for professions, which are regulated in one third of the Member States and where obstacles to mobility exist. The Commission has been in constant dialogue with professional organisations and Member States on this matter and continues to explore possibilities to introduce such common training principles where appropriate to facilitate cross-border mobility.
Directive (EU) 2016/801 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 11 May 2016 on the conditions of entry and residence of third-country nationals for the purposes of research, studies, training, voluntary service, pupil exchange schemes or educational projects and au pairing, which Member States were to transpose by 23 May 2018, provides that third-country students are allowed to remain after graduation, in the Member State where they studied, for a period of at least 9 months in order to find a job or set up a business (Article 25 of the directive), provided they fulfil certain conditions. During that period, they benefit from the intra-EU mobility rules provided for in Article 21(1) of the Schengen Convention: they may on the basis of their residence permit and a valid travel document move freely for up to 90 days in any 180 day period (paragraph 17).
When it comes to negotiations on the Blue Card Directive (paragraph 18), in its New Pact on Migration and Asylum (COM(2020)609) adopted in September 2020, the Commission highlighted the need to complete the unfinished work of reforming the Blue Card Directive. The Commission acknowledged the diversity of labour market situations across the EU and the Member States' wish for flexibility through the retaining of their national schemes tailored to specific labour market needs. The Commission, however, insisted that the reform must bring real EU added value in attracting skills through an effective and flexible EU-wide instrument. This requires among other things more inclusive admission conditions, improved rights, swift and flexible procedures, improved possibilities to move and work in different Member States, and a level playing field between national and EU systems.” Since the adoption of the Pact, interinstitutional negotiations have restarted and three trilogues have taken place so far. The Commission will continue to support the European Parliament and the Council to reach an ambitious agreement and hope that it can be achieved in the near future.
With respect to supporting female role models and women participation, the Commission is encouraging women into research through Horizon 2020, its Research and Innovation Framework Programme, and in particular through the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA) (paragraph 20). Although the programme has already the highest percentage of women researchers of the entire Framework Programme, in the interest of non-discrimination and equal opportunities, the Commission will adapt the MSCA funding system in the next Framework Programme to make it even fairer, more gender-friendly and inclusive. The new measures will make family allowances more accurate and inclusive and overcome obstacles to hire women researchers. Through outreach initiatives such as the MSCA-funded European Researchers’ Night, the Commission is also stimulating the interest of children, youngsters and in particular girls and women, in research careers and Science, Technology Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) topics. In addition, the Commission is planning to launch the Researchers at Schools initiative, which will bring EU-funded researchers to schools all over Europe and provide strong role models for girls and women to encourage them to enter into research careers.
The Commission has set additional targets to address skills gaps and taken action to support access to skills for all (paragraphs 22 and 24). Drawing on the Skills Agenda, as elaborated further below in relation to paragraph 29, the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan includes the objective to increase the share of adults with basic digital skills to 80% by 2030 (COM (2021) 102), while the Digital Decade Communication (COM(2021) 118 final) includes the target to increase the number of ICT specialists to 20 million by the same year, with convergence between women and men. The Digital Education Action Plan aims, inter alia, to reduce the level of 13-14 year olds who underperform in computing and digital literacy to 15% by 2030. To meet these targets and to support different stakeholders in improving the level of digital skills in Europe, the Commission offers a wide range of initiatives.
Taking forward Action 6 of the Skills Agenda on digital skills, in September 2020, the Commission adopted a Communication on the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027: resetting education and training for the digital age (COM/2020/624 final) with associated actions.
To bring stakeholders together who work to improve the digital skills of the population, the Commission started the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition. At present, nearly 16 million Europeans have been reached by pledge initiatives, visible on the Pledge Viewer. Moreover, 25 National Digital Skills and Jobs Coalitions work at national level.
To make it easier for students, citizens, working people and companies to find information about digital skills training and best practices on EU and national level, the Commission will launch the European Digital Skills and Jobs Platform in the first half of 2021. The platform will include digital crash courses for citizens who want to know more about digital technology, data, cybersecurity and internet of things.
To bring computational thinking, coding, computer science, and digital skills to as many young people as possible in Europe, the Commission supports EU Code Week, a grassroots initiative enacted by a network of dedicated volunteers also supported by the Ministries of Education. Over the last 8 years, the movement has trained 14 million young people, of which half were girls.
To help tackle the lack of digital experts in Europe, the Commission has launched a call for Master’s courses in Artificial Intelligence (AI) that will train hundreds of students in AI and specific AI applications in 2021 and 2022. They will be followed by call for Master’s courses and other upskilling opportunities for the workforce in key capacity areas like data, artificial intelligence and cybersecurity through the Digital Europe Programme in 2021.
To encourage the upskilling of the workforce, especially in SMEs, the Digital volunteer pilot programme will engage digitally savvy professionals in large companies to train staff in SMEs to acquire key digital skills in 2021.
To encourage and empower women to play a more active role in the digital age, the Commission has launched the Women in Digital initiative. 27 Member States have signed a Declaration of commitment to raise the political priority of women’s under-representation in the digital economy. The Declaration’s actions are part of the Commission’s Gender equality strategy. Progress on women’s participation in the digital economy and society in the Member States is monitored in the annual Women in Digital Scoreboard.
To increase the investments in digital upskilling and reskilling significant investments are needed. The European Social Fund Plus, the Digital Europe Programme, Erasmus+ and Horizon Europe all include funding for digital skills. Moreover, Member States can make use of the Recovery and Resilience Facility to tackle the digital skills gap, as 20% must be spent on the digital transition of Member States.
The Commission is also currently taking the necessary steps for the implementation of a preparatory action on ‘Increasing access to educational tools in areas and communities with low connectivity or access to technologies’.
The Commission acknowledges the opportunities that the digital transition brings to older employees and employees with disabilities under the condition that these technologies are made accessible, inclusive and non-discriminatory. In addition, the re-skilling or acquisition of digital skills is essential to access digital environments by persons with disabilities. It is equally essential that digital professionals acquire skills on accessibility to ensure an inclusive digital transition. The Strategy on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030, presented by the Commission on 3 March pays attention and proposes action both to improve the accessibility of digital technologies and digital skills of persons with disabilities as well as on accessibility skills of digital professionals in line with the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027.
Expenditure on training within short time work schemes (paragraph 26) or similar measures are eligible for support under the instrument for temporary Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE). The Member States that already requested support through SURE had the opportunity to request financing for such expenditure, provided this was part of their short-time work schemes or similar measures. EUR 90.3 billion have already been allocated to Member States from the total envelope of SURE. The opportunity to finance trainings linked to short-time work and similar measures is also open to those Member States that request support from the remaining part of the SURE envelope (EUR 9.7 billion).
SURE has been designed to provide support to a broad range of national schemes, fully taking into account that the design of national social protection systems - including short-time work schemes and similar measures - is a national prerogative. Hence, SURE support is not conditional on the provision of training linked to short-time work and similar measures.
When it comes to prioritising digital skills (paragraph 29), the Commission recalls that the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027 addresses the development of digital skills and competences for the digital transition as one of its two strategic priorities. Through seven dedicated actions, the Action Plan promotes the development of basic to advanced digital skills in a lifelong learning perspective. For instance, the Commission will propose a Council Recommendation to improve the provision of digital skills in education and training, which will include using EU tools to invest in the professional development of teachers, the exchange of best practice on instructional methods, including through a focus on inclusive high-quality computing science at all levels of education, and fostering dialogue with industry on identifying and updating new and emerging skills needs.
Furthermore, in its Communication on ‘2030 Digital Compass: the European way for the Digital Decade’ (COM(2021) 118 final), the Commission identified a digitally skilled population and highly skilled digital professionals as one of the four ‘cardinal points’ for mapping the EU’s trajectory, as part of a ‘Digital Compass’ to translate the EUʼs digital ambitions for 2030 into concrete targets and to ensure that these objectives are met. The Communication recalls that the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan includes the objective to increase the share of adults with basic digital skills to 80% by 2030, and includes the target to increase the number of employed ICT specialists to 20 million by the same year, with convergence between women and men.
In the same Communication, the Commission refers to universal digital education and skills for people to take an active part in society and in democratic processes as a principle that could be included in a possible set of digital principles and rights. The Commission will propose to include such a set of principles and rights in an interinstitutional solemn declaration between the European Commission, the European Parliament and the Council. The Commission hopes to achieve decisive progress with the other institutions on such declaration by the end of 2021.
Additionally, an EU target for reducing the share of 13-14 year old students who underperform in computer and information literacy has been put forward. A number of actions support improving the digital skills and competences of teachers, such as the SELFIE for teachers’ self-assessment tool and the Digital Opportunity Traineeships, which are now expanded to teachers and educators with the view to supporting the development of their advanced digital skills.
Close cooperation with the Member States is envisaged in the implementation of the Digital Education Action Plan, in particular through the launch of a Strategic Dialogue with Member States on enabling factors in digital education. Additionally, already in 2021, the Commission will propose Council Recommendations on distance and online learning in primary and secondary education.
The European Digital Education Hub, as a flagship initiative of the Digital Education Action Plan will monitor the implementation of the Digital Education Action Plan and foster cooperation and exchange at different levels, including with the Member States. The working groups proposed under the enabling framework of European Education Area could also contribute to these objectives, building on the successful cooperation under the preceding Education and Training 2020 framework and the open method of coordination.
The Covid-19 crisis demonstrated that increased investments are needed to make education systems fit for the digital age. In view of this, European and national funds need to be fully mobilised to support this digital transition in education. In this respect, the Recovery and Resilience Facility will provide opportunities for funding for reforms and investments in the digital field including investments in the field of connectivity, digital devices, digital educational applications and content, as well as appropriate training to enhance digital skills.
When it comes to setting standards for higher education in the EU (paragraph 33), the European Universities initiative is one of the flagship initiatives of the European Education Area. The Commission recalls that the European Education Area will act as the driver for the Bologna Process, while the tools developed within this context will help to fulfil the EU’s ambitions.
European Universities - selected under Erasmus+ in a bottom-up manner and also supported by Horizon Europe - are ambitious transnational alliances of higher education institutions developing long-term structural and strategic cooperation. Presently, 41 European Universities gathering more than 280 higher education institutions across all parts of Europe are part of this flagship initiative. They stand as models for universities of the future, promoting European values and identity, and revolutionising the quality, inclusion and competitiveness of European higher education.
European Universities work on a challenge-based approach to tackle big societal challenges, such as sustainable development, global health or digitalisation. They do so by creating European higher education inter-university ‘campuses’, where students, staff and researchers enjoy seamless mobility to study, train, teach, do research, work or share services within the cooperating partner institutions. As such, European Universities bring together a new generation of Europeans, equipped with the knowledge and skills for the future, and able to cooperate and work across borders, sectors, academic disciplines, culture and languages.
In order to better understand and address the evolving green skills needs (paragraph 34) the Commission has defined a multilingual taxonomy of green skills within the context of the European Skills, Competences, Qualifications and Occupations (ESCO) classification. The Commission is consulting the Member States on this taxonomy and expects to roll it out at the end of 2021, and subsequently to develop and agree with the Member States indicators to allow monitoring and statistical analysis of green skills. The development of a European competence framework on education for climate change, environmental issues, clean energy transition and sustainable development is the subject of an ongoing call for proposals under the Horizon 2020 programme.
Union programmes cited by the Parliament (paragraph 38) are a crucial part of the implementation of the Skills Agenda. Union funding can act as a catalyst but the lion’s share of investment in permanent up- and reskilling in line with labour market needs should fall to Member States’ investment and private sources. The Skills Agenda, inter alia through the Pact for Skills, and action to increase transparency in enterprise skills investment, can help to incentivise public and private actors.
The Commission recalls that the organisation of education and training and its content remains the competence of Member States in line with Articles 165 and 166 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union.
Regarding the call to include creative and artistic skills into all curricula (paragraph 36), the Commission has consistently underlined that there is no one-size-fits all and has no position on the merits of one skills-set over another; moreover, interdiscipinarity is increasingly important. In line with regional specificities and smart specialisation, as well as personal aspiration, individuals and policy makers should be guided by up to date and trustworthy skills intelligence.
To this end, the Commission has developed initiatives to support better skills intelligence at EU, regional and sectoral level, including in co-operation with Eurostat and the EU tripartite agency Cedefop. These initiatives, for instance big data analysis of online job vacancies and the Blueprint for sectoral skills co-operation, and their findings are disseminated with actors such as social partners, the European Public Employment Services network and the Pact for Skills. Cultural heritage is the subject of a Blueprint Alliance that now begins work on a four-year project involving partners in 13 participating countries - on cultural heritage actions to refine training, education and roles.
When it comes to ensuring available guidance for youth (paragraph 41), the recent Council Recommendation on a Bridge to Jobs – reinforcing the Youth Guarantee encourages the Member States to step up counselling and guidance for young people not in employment, nor education or training (NEET), in order to prepare them for the changing nature of work, including through entrepreneurship support. The recommendation highlights also the need to up- and re-skill young people, where appropriate, towards entrepreneurial skills, and to offer training and entrepreneurial counselling for young people for whom self-employment could be an appropriate option.
With regard to increasing equality in access to education (paragraphs 45 and 56), the Commission is currently working on a proposal for Individual Learning Accounts in Europe. This initiative aims to explore how to open up more opportunities for people of working age, including older workers, to engage in up- and reskilling.
In 2020, the Commission launched the new Europass platform, following the Decision of the European Parliament and the Council (2018/646). This career management platform includes access to information on learning and working in Europe, including links to national services provided by the Member States.
In the context of the European Skills Agenda’s Action 8: Skills for Life, the Commission will work closely with the Slovene Presidency of the Council to address life skills in an updated European agenda for adult learning, in the second semester of 2021 (paragraph 52). This is also in line with the Council Resolution on a strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training towards the European Education Area and beyond (2021-2030).
Furthermore, guided by the Council Recommendation Key Competences for Lifelong Learning ((2018/C 189/01)), the European Commission works with the Member States to support and reinforce the development of ‘key competences’ and basic skills for all, from an early age and throughout life. These key competences include knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed by all for personal fulfilment and development, employability, social inclusion and active citizenship.

