platform

¥
v

Joint SPC & EMCO meeting
20" of May 2020

Social Platform presentation on the 2020 Spring package, in light of the COVID-19
pandemic

Heather Roy, Social Platform management committee member

Introduction

Social Platform is the largest network of civil society organisations in the European Union advocating
for a social Europe. It is driven by a membership of European federations united in the fight for social
justice, equality between all people, inclusion, sustainability and participatory democracy in the EU
and beyond.

Thank you for the invitation to speak at this joint SPC-EMCO meeting, presenting our views on the
2020 European Semester Spring Package as published today and the overall Semester process.

We recognise that there has been a relatively short period between the publication of the Spring
Package and this meeting, but we hope that we are able to give you an initial reaction.

The Spring Package and COVID-19

As has already been said the COVID-19 pandemic has quickly changed and will continue to change the
political, social and economic landscape for years to come.

This new crisis brings new challenges to all EU countries, together with old challenges that are being
exacerbated by the pandemic, both of which require fundamental changes to our socio-economic
system. However, at heart, we are seeing a magnification of issues that already existed:
underinvestment in public services including health and social care services, inadequacy of social
protection, undervaluing of key workers such as those in social care and the drastic inequalities that
exist in our societies, both in terms of economic and social inequalities and access to basic rights. This
pandemic has shown a stronger light on what was already there in such a way that it cannot be ignored
any longer.

As we highlighted in our presentation to you on the 15" of May, certain groups at heightened risk of
poverty, social exclusion and discrimination are also disproportionately affected by the impact of this
crisis, such as children, youths, older people, women, people with disabilities, the LGBTIQ community,
homeless people, migrants and refugees, and ethnic and religious minorities.

Additionally, people with precarious employment contracts, front-line essential workers in a range of
economic sectors including health, care, household/domestic and retail services, the already
unemployed etc. are also fundamentally affected.



The role of the Semester in the current context

The European Semester process is a key instrument in the current context: it is one of the key tools
the EU has it its disposal to analyse the socio-economic situation at national level and to make
recommendations for reforms to address existing and new challenges.

Considering the impact of this crisis and the urgency of action, it is essential that these
recommendations are the right ones. They must be people-centred, ensure that no one is left behind
and build more secure social protection and active inclusion systems that are the foundation for more
resilient societies that can better face crises in the future.

Our views on the Spring package

We welcome the recognition by the European Commission that there is the need for immediate
reactions based on the current pandemic as well as longer term reforms needed to ensure the EU’s
recovery. We also respect the fact that the European Commission has in effect extended the time
frame for implementation of the 2019 country-specific recommendations (CSRs) in light of the current
situation.

We are very pleased to see that the European Pillar of Social Rights remains the compass for EU social
policy-making. We are also pleased to see that the European Green Deal has not been discarded and
we support the emphasis that reforms must move Member States towards the goals of the Green
Deal.

The application of the general escape clause of the Stability & Growth pact brings opportunities for
Member States to invest in critical areas that may have been avoided before due to fiscal restraint.
However, it is important the European Commission monitors how this clause is used and that it is in
alignment with the social and economic needs in Member States and reinforces the principles of social
investment.

The recognition of the social impact of the current pandemic is very welcome and the
acknowledgement of the specific impact on vulnerable groups — and the differentiation between
them, as well as noting the very clear gender dimension in this crisis —is to be applauded. However,
the picture is not fully painted. The social impact is predominantly described in the context of workers,
but this is only part of the picture: there is more to people than their employment status. It is critically
important that those who currently are not part of the labour market, including before the pandemic,
are also taken into account to ensure that they have access to adequate income, health care and
services. This means looking carefully at the universality of social protection schemes and avoiding, as
is noted in general by the European Commission, gaps in the system. The European Commission notes
rightly, that there could be a need to relax eligibility criteria where possible and this should be coupled
with reductions in sanctions for those in the schemes as well so that no income is lost in this difficult
period.

The European Commission has stated — and we welcome that - that cooperation between social
services, health care and long-term care may need to be reinforced. We would propose a change here:
it MUST be reinforced. The continuing policy separation of social and health care is detrimental to the
availability, accessibility, affordability and quality of social and health care services. We have seen in
this crisis the importance of the social care sector and the need for continual investment. The social
care sector must be seen on a par with our health care systems and the work of all in the sector seen
as essential and valued and rewarded appropriately.



Withing the CSRs, there is welcome attention paid to the issue of adequacy of income. This is a very
good step forward. Many Member States are encouraged to ensure that coverage, accessibility and
adequacy are addressed — however this is not a recommendation in every case — yet it is covered in
nearly all of the 28 reports in one way or another. This recognition of the importance of adequacy of
minimum income schemes as well as the need to ensure overall adequacy of social protection must
also propel the European Commission forward on the need for EU wide action on minimum icome
through a framework directive. We agree with what was just stated by the European Trade Union
Confederation (ETUC): We need to see the fight against poverty and social exclusion as key and centre
in the measures to mitigate the impact of the crisis.

In the Slovakia CSR document, a very important sentence is used: A particular concern is the
insufficient access to quality and affordable long-term care, due to general underfunding of community
and home-based care services, fragmented governance, and the lack of systemic coordination of social
and healthcare services. This is the situation across Europe — of course to varying degrees — of all
social services, not only long-term care services. It is imperative that in the process of reforms that
social and health care services are a high priority for action and for investment. In many of the 2020
CSRs it is only health care and to some degree long-term care that is specifically mentioned,
particularly in the first CSR common to all Member States concerning the reaction to the crisis. If we
want people, if we want out societies to be returned to some sense of normality, it is social services
that will be key to support in current times and in the future alongside adequate social protection and
safety nets. We cannot split the two and we sincerely hope that Member States will arrange their
national recovery on that basis — ensuring we do not repeat the mistakes of the 2008 crisis where
investment in social services was curtailed in many cases, resulting in more vulnerability, more poverty
and a delayed holistic recovery.

With regards to the recovery plan and its link to the Semester and specifically the CSRs, we recognise
the need to do this but we also see less CSRs and much scope for MS to define their own responses to
the pandemic. This is necessary at MS level, but it must be ensured that social considerations are not
ignored by a rigid adoption of ‘if it is not a CSR it does not get priority’. Recitals and CSRs are incredibly
important, and we hope that they will be taken into account in the recovery package. This reflects
some of the challenges with the Semester structure. There are limited recommendations, but at the
same time the recommendations are increasingly going to be linked to funding through the Structural
Funds and as well as the reform programme and any future recovery plan.

The role of civil society organisations in socio-economic governance

We see a need for improved cooperation and dialogue of EU institutions and Member State’s
governments with parliaments, social partners, and civil society organisations.

Civil society organisations (CSOs) bring together local, regional and national members working with
and representing the interests of people and organisations, including those who are most vulnerable
and are traditionally underrepresented in decision-making. These groups are now among the most
strongly affected by the social and health impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is therefore especially
crucial now that they are involved in all stages of the Semester process to make sure that the reforms
recommended and implemented correspond to the situation on the ground.

Conclusions

This is also the time ensure that the Semester process is an integral tool to achieving the objectives of
a coherent comprehensive and ambitious social and sustainable long-term strategy that integrates all



the different proposed initiatives and priorities: the United Nations SDGs, a European Green Deal that
is truly inclusive, the European Pillar of Social Rights and its action plan as well as all other initiatives
foreseen by the European Commission in its political guidelines. This strategy also needs measurable
objectives and targets that build on the Europe 2020 strategy and that are taken seriously.

Thank you.



