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Introduction

The European Semester Group (ESG) — created in 2018 — has been a success.
Throughout the current mandate, this group has combined national consultations on
the ground with round tables organised in various Member States and the
transmission of questionnaires to national representatives of organised civil society
(CSO). This group has added value to the European Economic and Social Committee's
core activities, producing reports and opinions to provide political input to the
semester process.

In particular, this consultation allowed the voice of the EU's social partners and civil
society organisations to be heard on their position on the design, implementation and
monitoring of the national Recovery and Resilience plans, on a for reform of the
European semester and the consideration of the dialogue with CSO throughout this
cycle of economic, fiscal, labour and social policy coordination within the EU.

Each year, the Group held five meetings with its 39 members and a major annual
conference at the EESC headquarters, bringing together core actors from organised

civil society, academia, national administrations and EU institutions.

The work of the European Semester Group will continue to be of crucial importance
for the EESC, especially in the context of the economic, social and environmental
recovery phase of the EU, which is still facing major challenges related to the COVID-
19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, energy and climate change, and risk of
fragmentation. The Semester will continue playing an increasingly important role in
monitoring and evaluating the interventions set up in the "Next Generation EU"
framework, and will remain an indispensable platform for the coordination of key
policies at European level. The participation of all citizens, through the organisations
of the social partners and of civil society, is needed to make the process of
strengthening and reforming the economy and society possible.

Jacvier Doy Ownct

President of the European Semester Group
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European Semester Group

In 2018 the European Economic and Social Committee created a new body, with 33 members*:
the European Semester Group (ESG). From 2018 to 2020, the European Semester adapted to
changes in the policy environment by incorporating the European Pillar of Social Rights and
the European Green Deal. From 2020 to 2023, it integrated the post-COVID recovery and the
energy crisis resulting from the war in Ukraine into the macro-economic governance
framework.

Its activities continue to fall broadly into three categories: events and meetings, opinions and
resolutions, and country visits.

Events and meetings

The Semester Group has organised meetings where high-level representatives from the
Commission, Members of the European Parliament and members of national Economic and
Social Councils (or equivalent bodies) have been frequent attendees. The form and purpose of
the meetings has adapted to the changing political ambition of the Union. "Next Generation
EU" and "REPowerEU" are two agenda items that have been given increasing importance.

In addition to the meetings, the ESG has held an annual conference and public hearings,
promoting discussion on policy and strategy around a specific theme. The themes of the
conferences in 2021 and 2022 were "Building a resilient Europe - Civil society and the National
Recovery and Resilience Plans" and "Reforming the European Semester for a resilient,
sustainable and inclusive Europe — tackling present and future challenges”, respectively.

Opinions

In the yearly European Semester autumn package in November, the Commission sets out the
EU's economic and social priorities for the year ahead. The Annual Sustainable Growth Survey
(ASGS) is one of the main publications and the tool with which the Commission seeks to achieve
these priorities. The ESG has drawn up six opinions? on the ASGS during the present mandate

Since then enlarged to 39 members

ECO/520 - Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020 (additional opinion) — adopted in October 2020
ECO/537 - Annual Growth Strategy 2021 (optional opinion) — adopted in February 2021

ECO/556 - Annual Growth Strategy 2021 (additional opinion) — adopted in October 2021

ECO/569 - Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2022 (optional opinion) — adopted in February 2022

ECO/589 - Additional considerations on the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2022 (own-initiative opinion) — adopted
in October 2022

ECO/599 - The Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2023 (optional opinion) — adopted in February 2023



https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/annual-sustainable-growth-strategy-2020-additional-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/annual-sustainable-growth-strategy-2021
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/annual-sustainable-growth-strategy-2021-additional-opinion
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/annual-sustainable-growth-survey-2022
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/additional-considerations-annual-sustainable-growth-survey-2022
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/additional-considerations-annual-sustainable-growth-survey-2022
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/annual-sustainable-growth-survey-2023

period, thereby enabling civil society to impact the economic and social priorities of the
European Union.

From the beginning of the term, the opinions on the ASGS have had emphasis on the post-
COVID recovery. They:

e recommend a revision of Stability and Growth Pact rules to support economic recovery and
allow governments sufficient room for manoeuvre as well as the capacity to undertake
much-needed infrastructural investment, particularly with regard to climate change
(ECO/520 - 10/2020);

e are convinced that in order for the joint actions to be effective and for the Facility to be
implemented successfully, it is essential that conditions favouring economic development
be strengthened and, above all, that the Single Market continue to be fully functional, in
particular by ensuring the free movement of people and goods (ECO/537 — 02/2021);

e draw attention to the need to measure the progress of the implementation of the Recovery
and Resilience Plans. Good monitoring indicators are needed, as they will be the compass
for the direction for how to continue to develop and recover (ECO/556 — 10/2021);

e call on the Commission to scrutinise the distributional effects of pay-outs under the
Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) and Next Generation EU (NGEU) and to secure
their contribution to the development of a greener and digitalised economy, as well as to
upward social convergence (ECO/569 — 02/2022);

e call for the National Recovery and Resilience Plans to be implemented in a such way that
they have a tangible impact on people’s wellbeing, for careful monitoring and a balanced
approach to the Country Specific Recommendations, and for a reform of the Semester
which guarantees quality participation of organised civil society (OCS) (ECO/589 -
10/2022);

e pelieve that these dialogues will promote better implementation of the national Recovery
and Resilience Plans and help to ensure that any concerns are better addressed and
identified through the Country-Specific Recommendations (ECO/599 — 02/2023).

Country visits

Already in 2018, the ESG launched an initiative to visit the Member States and collect the policy
views of civil society on the European Semester to ensure that local discussions by civil society
about national issues are carried out against a broader European backdrop. These visits have
continued ever since, and since the outbreak of the COVID pandemic the focus has been on the
recovery and on the reform of the European Semester. Policy views from civil society in



Member States where no visits were organised were collected through national delegations of
three members each, using questionnaires.

1%t Resolution on "Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and
Resilience Plans — What works and what does not?", from February 20213- Drawing up the

plans:

e With regard to the involvement of pan-European social partners and CSOs in the
NextGenerationEU Recovery Plan, they have acknowledged that progress has been made
compared to the usual European Semester procedures. They also recognise the positive
role that the European Commission is playing in promoting civil society participation at
national level. However, most of them consider that the level of actual participation is still
largely insufficient and that the processes do not allow CSO opinions to have enough of an
impact. Social partners and CSOs call for these shortcomings to be corrected in the NRRP
implementation and evaluation phases by establishing more formal procedures that
facilitate real exchanges (ECO/545 — 02/2021).

2" Resolution on " Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and
Resilience Plans — How can we improve it?", from May 2022* - Implementing the plans:

e In Member States where the implementation phase has already started, social partners
and civil society organisations stressed that the institutional social dialogue had improved
in this phase. The EESC noticed that, despite the delay in the implementation of many
NRRPs, good practices were identified in some Member States with regard to the
implementation and monitoring of NRRPs (for example, the implementation of an RRF
campaign website or government portal with transparent information accessible to the
public, the establishment of a monitoring body that includes the CSO can, etc.), which can
serve as an example for the other Member States (ECO/592 — 05/2022).

Own-initiative opinion on " Recommendations for a solid reform of the European Semester",
from April 2023° - A revised framework:

e Work is currently ongoing on the revision of the European Semester

By organising consultations in several countries via its members' network, the ESG has been
able to provide a new perspective on the European Semester and the national Recovery and
Resilience Plans. The Semester process and the Recovery and Resilience Facility procedure are

3 ECO/545 - Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans — What works and

what does not? —adopted in February 2021

ECO/592 - Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans —How can we improve
it? —adopted in May 2022

ECO/600 - Recommendations for a solid reform of the European Semester — adopted in April 2023



https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-resilience-plans-what-works-and-what-does-not
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/documents/resolution/involvement-organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-resilience-plans-what-works-and-what-does-not
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/presentations/resolution-involvement-organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-resilience-plans-how-can-we-improve-it
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/news-media/presentations/resolution-involvement-organised-civil-society-national-recovery-and-resilience-plans-how-can-we-improve-it
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/en/our-work/opinions-information-reports/opinions/eescs-recommendations-solid-reform-european-semester

characterised by a tight timetable, with the consequence that too few civil society
representatives are consulted and when they are, it is often too late. By meeting with OCS in
their country and speaking their language, the ESG has the opportunity to establish
mechanisms that ensure that a broad variety of stakeholders are consulted and with sufficient
time in advance to make a difference.

Results and outlook

The second term has confirmed the added value of the ESG. On the one hand, the group
organises meetings and events and draws up opinions. These are classical activities that help
consolidate links with existing stakeholders, including other EU institutions and national
Economic and Social Councils. On the other hand, the country visits and consultations via
questionnaires have added a qualitatively new aspect to the EESCs work. They tap into new
resources and new contacts, and the results so far have been positively received, including
outside the Committee's walls.

The European Semester became more important as a steering instrument with the "Next
Generation EU" framework, and the EESC has been an important link between the Commission
and organised civil society in the consultation process in the Member States, better linking the
socio-economic reality to the reform process. The Commission is invited by the EESC to continue
to use the Semester as a driver for recovery based on the investment and reform priorities
identified as part of the European Semester. The recent emphasis on better including social
matters and the European Green Deal is welcomed by the Committee, as is the implementation
of the Recovery and Resilience Facility and REPowerEU via the Semester.

The next step is to look at the Semester in a broader picture, identifying the changes necessary
to make it an even stronger governance tool in the post-COVID and post-war era. This
challenge will be reflected in the 2023-2025 Work Programme of the European Semester
Group, to be adopted after the renewal.



Appendix — List of meetings and events

Study Group meetings (opinions) 1 4 3 2 10
ESG meetings in Brussels 1 4 5 2 12
Country visits and consultations 0 19 5 8 32
Conferences and hearings 0 2 1 0 3

organised by the ESG




