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Introduction 

On 26 November 2015, the European Commission published its Annual Growth Survey (AGS) for the year 

2016. The document is an integral part of the European Semester, an annual cycle aimed at coordinating 

Member States’ economic and budgetary policies. During each cycle, the European Commission analyses the 

fiscal and structural reform policies of Member States, provides recommendations, and monitors their 

implementation.  

Published together with the draft Joint Employment Report and the Alert Mechanism Report on 

macroeconomic imbalances in EU Member States, the AGS marks the first step in the Semester cycle. It takes 

stock of the economic and social situation in Europe and sets out broad policy priorities for the coming year. 

For 2016, the core message of the AGS is that the EU is continuing its slow recovery from the economic and 

financial crisis, experiencing gradual economic growth and lower levels of unemployment. To maintain the 

momentum and to “strengthen recovery and convergence”, as the AGS title suggests, the Commission intends 

to keep shaping the EU’s future in accordance with three main priorities: 1) re-launching investment, 2) 

pursuing structural reforms to modernise Europe’s economy, and 3) responsible fiscal policies.  

Why the AGS is relevant for you 

The Annual Growth Survey is relevant for diaconal actors because it influences both the economic and the 

social dimensions of national policy-making. The priorities outlined in the AGS are taken into account by 

Member States when the second step of the European Semester Cycle starts: the drafting of National Reform 

Programmes (NRPs). As such, Eurodiaconia members who are doing advocacy on a national level can use 

the AGS to reinforce their own recommendations – they can use AGS statements as ‘hooks’ to support their 

analysis and proposals, and link observations from the local and national level to the European level. 

Over the course of the past years, Eurodiaconia members have expressed their concern over an increasing 

disconnect between the European Semester and the Europe2020 Strategy, an imbalance between economic 

and social priorities in the European Semester, and a lack of genuine stakeholder involvement in national and 

EU policy-making. Of all documents related to the European Semester, the AGS provides the clearest 

indication of whether things are changing. It outlines the general direction which national governmental policy 

is likely to take, and allows insights into the kinds of Country-Specific Recommendations (CSRs) which might 

ensue later from the European Commission’s side.  

This briefing offers an overview of both the positive and negative aspects of the 2016 AGS and aims to provide 

Eurodiaconia members with concrete hooks to support their advocacy towards social inclusion and a dignified 

life for all in the framework of the European Semester.   

http://t.signauxhuit.com/e1t/c/5/f18dQhb0S7lC8dDMPbW2n0x6l2B9nMJN7t5XZsRbPVHN2zhwWYfmQbKW8qC6LR56dJqxf4Lff3F02?t=http%3a%2f%2fec.europa.eu%2fsocial%2feasi&si=5863428270325760&pi=ca44b045-4662-4c92-a895-07c8309ea308
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_annual_growth_survey.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_draft_joint_employment_report.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_alert_mechanism_report.pdf
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Positive aspects and policy opportunities 

The 2016 AGS contains a number of points which can support your advocacy for social inclusion on a national 

level. By combining recommendations made in a key policy document of the European Commission with your 

own observations, you have a chance to influence national decision-making from two different angles. Some 

key hooks are summarised below:  

1) Promoting social investment 

Rather than defining investment in purely economic terms, the latest Annual Growth Survey also underlines 

the importance of investing in skills development. Also, rather than portraying social investment purely as a 

cost, it emphasises social and economic returns on the longer term: social investment can strengthen social 

cohesion, contribute to the reduction of poverty, and boost employment prospects and labour productivity. The 

main rationale behind the prioritisation of social investment remains employment-focused; the AGS 

emphasises the potential of investment measures to “strengthen people’s current and future capacities to 

engage in the labour market and adapt” (p. 9).     

 “It is essential that Member States promote social investment more broadly, including in healthcare, 

childcare, housing support and rehabilitation services” (p. 9) 

 “Social infrastructure should be provided in a more flexible way, personalised and better integrated to 

promote the active inclusion of people with the weakest link to the labour market” (p. 9) 

The point on social investment is relevant for Eurodiaconia and its members because it supports advocacy for 

quality services in times of austerity. Investing into vulnerable individuals can strengthen societal cohesion, 

improve access to the labour market and boost the domestic economy.   

2) Maintaining Europe2020   

When the Europe2020 strategy was first released in 2010, its headline target on tackling poverty (aimed at 

reducing the number of persons at risk of poverty by 20 million by the year 2020) was welcomed as a promising 

step by Eurodiaconia and many of its partners. However, in the aftermath of the economic and financial crisis, 

poverty has continued to rise across Europe, whilst the start of a new Commission term under President 

Juncker (with new political priorities) made the future of the Europe2020 Strategy and its poverty reduction 

target uncertain.  

The 2016 AGS states that the Europe2020 strategy, “while not delivering in all areas, […] has added value 

and has generated positive effects notably by triggering action at the European level and in Member States in 

a number of areas that represent key drivers for jobs and growth” (p. 5). The AGS suggests that Europe2020 

will not continue to exist merely on paper; instead, “the Commission will make the best use of the existing 

strategy and its tools by improving its implementation and monitoring in the context of the European Semester” 

(p. 5).  

Unfortunately, as the section on Europe2020 is placed in a text box, it remains unclear how the strategy will 

be linked to other policy priorities or to a “longer term vision” drawing on the UN Sustainable Development 

Goals (p. 6). Also, no reference is made to the Strategy’s headline targets, whilst its inclusive growth pillar 
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remains elusive in the Commission’s description of Europe2020 as “an appropriate framework to promote jobs 

and growth” (p. 5). 

The continued existence of Europe2020 is relevant for Eurodiaconia and its members because it ensures that 

poverty reduction will remain a political priority for EU Member States, which Eurodiaconia members can point 

out in their advocacy initiatives.  

3) Creating more effective social protection systems  

The 2016 AGS recognises the importance of developing more effective social protection systems to tackle 

poverty and social exclusion. Unfortunately, the AGS restricts the financial space for such measures and 

maintains a focus on boosting employability by stressing that relevant measures need to be combined with 

“sustainable public finances and incentives to work” (p. 12), despite the fact that not all who rely on social 

protection are able to enter the labour market. Nonetheless, the AGS contains important hooks for promoting 

adequate minimum income schemes, adequate long-term care and social inclusion of vulnerable groups: 

 “Adequate and well-designed income support, such as unemployment benefits and minimum income 

schemes, allow those out of work to invest in job search and training, increasing their chances to find 

adequate employment that matches their skills” (p. 12). 

 Responsible policies are now needed to ensure that pension, healthcare and long-term care systems are 

financially sustainable and can provide adequate protection for all” (p. 15). 

 “Member States need to […] encourage the provision of and access to effective primary health care 

services, [and] improve integration of care through up to date information channels” (p. 15). 

 “Integration of migrants and especially refugees calls for a comprehensive approach to facilitate their 

access to the labour market and more generally their participation in society” (p. 12). 

 “National, regional and local authorities should advance the work on youth unemployment in line with the 

Youth Guarantee through systemic changes to school-to-work transitions, activation policies and well-

functioning public employment services” (p. 10). 

4) Tackling job precariousness 

Whilst the AGS states that unemployment remains far too high across Europe and that job creation should be 

a key focus of reform efforts (p. 10), it emphasises that this should not be realised through an increasing 

number of precarious jobs. It maintains that an increase in temporary contracts is “not unusual in the early 

stages of recovery”, but should not remain a benchmark for future development. Rather, Member States should 

encourage flexible labour markets which “enable transitions to more permanent contracts” (p. 12).  

The point on job precariousness is important for Eurodiaconia and its members because it supports national 

advocacy towards quality jobs as a key way to tackle in-work poverty, and because it emphasises the downside 

of an increasing labour market flexibilisation across Member States. 
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Points of concern 

1) Focus on austerity continues 

Building on the premise that the EU’s moderate recovery from the economic crisis is a result of previously 

implemented reforms, austerity continues to play a pivotal role in EU policy-making. The AGS calls on Member 

States to implement ambitious structural reforms whilst also urging them to “pursue responsible fiscal policies” 

(p. 3), without exploring potential frictions between the two goals. Whilst the AGS explicitly states that austerity 

measures should not undermine the potential for job creation (p. 5), the same doesn’t go for social protection: 

“social protection systems should be modernised to efficiently respond to risks throughout the lifecycle while 

remaining fiscally sustainable in view of the upcoming demographic challenges” (p. 5). 

2) An integrated approach to tackling poverty is missing 

The term ‘poverty’ is mentioned only once in the box on Europe 2020 (though not in connection with any 

headline target) and few times in the main text. Whilst some important measures are mentioned to address 

poverty in the section on effective social protection systems (p. 12), an integrated strategy to combat poverty 

is missing, and no reference is made to the 2008 Recommendation on Active Inclusion. The main focus seems 

to be on tackling unemployment (p. 10); unfortunately, little attention is paid to the importance of generating 

quality employment (beyond enabling more permanent contracts, p. 12) to address in-work poverty.   

3) A two-tier EU? 

In its final section on a “Revamped European Semester”, the AGS mentions a change to upcoming European 

Semester cycles: the euro area will receive recommendations ahead of Member States which are not part of 

the euro area (p. 16). Member States which are part of the euro area will now receive a set of general 

recommendations at the start of the Semester, followed by Country-Specific Recommendations towards the 

end of the Semester cycle. If fostering greater convergence between Member States is indeed a key aim of 

the European Semester, then the question is whether introducing different processes for Euro countries and 

non-Euro countries will not have a counterproductive effect and reinforce the development of different tiers 

within the EU. 

4) Lack of progress on structured dialogue with civil society 

The AGS explicitly states that “bringing recovery to a sustainable path and reviving the convergence process” 

requires “close involvement of the European and national parliaments, social partners, national regional and 

local authorities and the civil society at large” (p. 4). Unfortunately, this statement doesn’t translate into more 

concrete steps to enable better civil society participation in the European Semester. Calls for Commission 

Guidelines on stakeholder dialogue have so far remained unanswered, whilst the Commission’s adjusted 

guidance notes to Member States on the preparation of their National Reform Programmes (p. 5) are not (yet) 

accessible to civil society. The final section on a ‘Revamped European Semester’ mentions promoting the 

close involvement of social partners “at all levels” (p. 16); civil society organisations are not mentioned.    
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What can you do? 

- Use the AGS to comment on the National Reform Programme (NRP) of your government 

Every EU Member State needs to submit a National Reform Programme, which responds to the policy priorities 

outlined in the AGS, to the European Commission in April. Before the submission of the finalised NRP, civil 

society actors (including Eurodiaconia members) have the opportunity to provide their own input for the draft 

version. However, the consultation process can strongly vary between different countries, and Eurodiaconia 

members have reported difficulties with getting involved in the past.  

For those unsure about the NRP process, we would recommend you to contact your European Semester 

Officer, asking what form is the stakeholders' engagement is taking and what opportunities there are for being 

involved in drafting the NRP. For a list of European Semester Officers per country, please click here. 

The NRP consultation process is a key opportunity to provide your recommendations for fighting poverty and 

social exclusion and reinforcing these on the basis of specific quotes and passages from the 2016 AGS. 

- Use the AGS to provide specific input to the European Commission on poverty and social 

exclusion in your country  

The AGS provides a clear impression of the current social priorities of the European Commission in its 

engagement with Member States. The European Commission welcomes information on the current state of 

play regarding poverty and social exclusion in individual countries - not only from the side of the national 

government, but also from the side of civil society actors.  

As the 2016 AGS focuses on aspects like job precariousness and effective social protection systems, any 

reports or statistics you can provide on these matters can be of value. This information will be taken into 

account in the Commission’s Country Reports, which are published in February, and consequently taken into 

account when formulating the Country Specific Recommendations, which are published later in the year.  

You can share your observations regarding poverty and social exclusion in your country with the Policy 

Officers/ESF Programme Managers within the European Commission’s Directorate-General for Employment 

and Social Affairs. You can submit information both in English and in the national language(s). 

For a list of ESF Programme Managers, please click here (Romania, Bulgaria), here (Germany, Austria, 

Slovenia, Croatia), here (France, Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg), here (Finland, Latvia, Estonia, 

Lithuania), here  (Italy, Denmark, Sweden), here (Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia) or here (Hungary, Ireland, 

UK, Portugal). 

Additionally, you can also contact the Social Protection Committee (SPC) member in your country. The SPC 

is a joint advisory committee bringing together national social policy experts from all EU Member States. It can 

be very useful to be in contact with them as they monitor what is happening at EU level regarding social 

policies. 

 

 

https://semesteralliance.files.wordpress.com/2014/07/2014-semester-alliance-toolkit-annex-2-who-to-contact.pdf
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=2457842&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=1454639&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=1454722&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=2458051&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=451617&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=451619&lang=en
http://europa.eu/whoiswho/public/index.cfm?fuseaction=idea.hierarchy&nodeID=451629&lang=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=4079&langId=en


    

 

 

 

Page 6 of 6 

More information 

2016 Annual Growth Survey 

2016 Joint Employment Report (draft) 

2016 Alert Mechanism Report 

Remarks by Social Affairs Commissioner Thyssen on the 2016 AGS 

Eurodiaconia Toolkit on the European Semester 

 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_annual_growth_survey.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_draft_joint_employment_report.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/2016/ags2016_alert_mechanism_report.pdf
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-15-6181_en.htm
http://www.eurodiaconia.org/toolkit-european-semester/

