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Introduction

The European Semester Group (ESG) — created in 2018 — has been a success. Throughout
the current mandate, the group has continued to combine national-level consultations on
the ground with round tables organised in various Member States and the transmission of
questionnaires to national representatives of organised civil society. It has added value to
the European Economic and Social Committee’s core activities, ensuring the production of
opinions and reports that have provided political input to the European Semester process,
allowing the voice of the EU’s social partners and civil society organisations to be heard at
the European level.

In particular, the significance of the ESG’s work has been strengthened and increased over
the years and it remains highly relevant today, especially in light of the growing role of the
European Semester as a key instrument for the integrated monitoring and coordination of
the Member States’ economic, fiscal, employment and social policies across the EU.

The ESG has contributed to increasing the added value of the EESC in its role as the voice of
European organised civil society by formulating specific requests and proposals from
organised civil society in relation to the annual European Semester cycle, as well as by
developing meaningful policy recommendations and relaying them to the European
institutions and national governments.

The interplay between the European and the Member State level is at the heart of the
European Semester process. The ESG has enabled the EESC to connect these two levels by
fostering dialogue and intensifying exchanges between EESC members, stakeholders and,
where possible national economic and social councils, with increasing relevant interest and
results in the 27 Member States in relation to the European Semester, thanks to the annual

ESG consultations.

In addition, each year, the group has held five meetings with its 39 members as well as a
major annual conference at the EESC headquarters, bringing together core actors from
organised civil society, academia, national administrations and the EU institutions.

The work of the ESG will continue to be of crucial importance for the EESC, especially in
promoting meaningful recommendations for an inclusive and resilient EU economy amid
ongoing geopolitical and socioeconomic challenges. The Semester will continue to play an
increasingly important role and will remain an indispensable platform for the coordination
of key policies at European level. To ensure the success of efforts to strengthen and reform
Europe’s economy and society, the active involvement of civil society is essential.

Luca Yatien

President of the European Semester Group
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European Semester Group

In 2018, the European Economic and Social Committee created the European Semester Group
(ESG) in response to the growing importance of the European Semester. The ESG is a horizontal
body of 39 members which strengthens and supports the work carried out in the EESC sections.
It focuses on examining proposals from European civil society on economic, fiscal, employment
and social policies, thereby ensuring a continuous EESC contribution to the annual European
Semester cycle. 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. From 2023 to 2025,
the European Semester further evolved in response to the European Commission’s proposed
legislative package aimed at reforming the European Union’s economic governance
framework in order to enhance the EU’s competitiveness and ensure better preparedness for
future challenges by supporting progress towards a green, digital, inclusive and resilient
economy.

The ESG’s activities continue to fall broadly into three categories: events and meetings;

opinions, information and evaluation reports; and country visits.
Events and meetings

The ESG has organised meetings in which high-level representatives from the Commission,
Members of the European Parliament and members of national economic and social councils
have been frequent attendees. Over time, the purpose and focus of these meetings have
evolved to reflect the Union’s shifting political priorities and strategic ambitions. In addition to
discussions on the European Semester's annual documents, such as the autumn and spring
packages, as well as the European Commission’s economic forecasts, increasing importance
has also been given to the following agenda items: ‘The revision of the EU economic
governance framework’, ‘The European Semester process’, ‘The Recovery and Resilience
Facility (RRF)’, ‘The medium-term fiscal-structural plans (MTFSPs)’, ‘The Competitiveness
Compass’ and ‘Sustainable and inclusive wellbeing’.



In addition to the meetings, the ESG has held three annual conferences, promoting discussions
on policy and strategy around specific topics of importance to the European Semester. The
themes of the conferences were:

) ‘A more democratic and participatory European Semester, in the context of the review

of the EU economic governance framework’ (2023),

) ‘Strengthening the European Semester to support reforms and investment in Member

States in order to enhance competitive sustainability and growth’ (2024), and

) ‘A stronger and more inclusive European Semester that works for all: Strengthening

Europe’s Economic Resilience, Sustainable growth and Competitiveness’ (2025).

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) originally served as one of the main publications and as a tool with which the
Commission sought to achieve these priorities. However, 2024 marked the first year in which
the Commission did not publish the ASGS. During the current mandate, three EESC opinions?!
have been prepared on the ASGS, along with opinions? on the ‘2025 European Semester-
Autumn Package’ and ‘Additional considerations on the way forward for the European
Semester 2025’, thereby enabling civil society to impact the economic and social priorities of
the European Union.

The opinions on the ASGS placed particular emphasis on the post-COVID recovery and the
implementation of the RRF, as well as on the revision of the EU’s economic governance
framework and the need for greater involvement of organised civil society and other relevant
stakeholders. They also focused on strengthening competitiveness, promoting reforms and
investments, and advancing a green, digital, inclusive and resilient EU economy. In these
opinions the EESC:
° supported the Commission’s proposal, included in the legislative package on the reform
of the EU's economic governance framework, which sought to establish differentiated

ECO/620 Additional considerations on the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2023, ECO/634 Annual Sustainable Growth

Survey 2024, ECO/649 Additional considerations on the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2024.

ECO/657 2025 European Semester - Autumn package, ECO/674 Additional considerations on the way forward for the
European Semester 2025.
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national paths to ensure sustainable public finances through fiscal and structural plans
based on compromises negotiated between European and national authorities. It
nevertheless also considered that national ownership over these commitments required
greater involvement of national parliaments and local and regional authorities, as well
as the participation of the social partners and civil society organisations in formal
consultation processes (ECO/620 — 10/2023);

advocated for fiscal consolidation that took into account each Member State’s unique
situation, while acknowledging the diverse economic conditions and growth-related
challenges of the Member States. It also stressed the need for more courageous action
to dismantle administrative obstacles hampering EU businesses as well as other
stakeholders, while supporting measures to boost productivity (ECO/634 — 2/2024);
called for the swift implementation of the Clean Industrial Deal and the European
Competitiveness Fund, ensuring that these initiatives support both economic growth and
environmental objectives. It also called for a careful balance between deficit reduction
and the maintenance of investment capacity, particularly in areas critical for long-term
growth, such as the green and digital transitions, as well as for continued investment in
clean technologies and critical raw materials. It recommended considering an extension
of the RRF deadline and enhancing technical support in order to ensure full absorption
of funds and maximise their impact on sustainable growth (ECO/649 — 10/2024);

found it highly regrettable and incomprehensible that, given the turbulent political,
social and economic global context, the European Commission had chosen not to publish
the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey. It welcomed the Commission’s efforts to launch
the implementation cycle of the new European governance framework and agreed with
the Commission’s proposal to launch the competitiveness compass. It believed that
investment must be financed using public and private, national and European capital. In
addition, it acknowledged the Commission’s proposal that country-specific
recommendations (CSRs) should have been geared towards better implementation of the
reforms and investments included in the RRF and the Multiannual Financial Framework
(MFF), as both were approaching their end, in 2026 and 2027 respectively (ECO/657-
2/2025); and

endorsed the two main policy priorities outlined in the 2025 European Semester spring
package — namely strengthening competitiveness and enhancing defence capabilities —
and supported the main objective of implementing national recovery and resilience plan
(NRRP) investment and reforms by 2026. In addition, the EESC believed it was necessary
to adopt a set of measures to strengthen investment between now and 2028, including:



ensuring the implementation of all RRF funds with the new targets and, if necessary,
deploying unused funds for new investment programmes in European public goods;
creating a European Fund for Strategic Investments; strengthening the EIB’s lending
capacity to expand InvestEU; and exploring the possibility of using European Stability
Mechanism funds. It also reiterated its call for permanent, structured involvement of the
social partners and civil society organisations in the various stages of the European
Semester process (ECO/674 — work in progress).

Country visits

As early as 2018, the ESG launched an initiative to visit the Member States and collect the
policy views of civil society on the European Semester, and these visits have continued ever
since. The ESG considers that it is crucial to strengthen cooperation between policy-makers,
civil society and the social partners at the national and the EU level in the framework of the
Semester, in order to enable better policy-making and ensure more effective implementation
of investments and reforms. In this context, the ESG continued its efforts to hold annual
consultations of national economic and social councils, the social partners and other civil

society organisations in the EU Member States on European Semester issues. To this end, a

questionnaire is drawn up covering the main priorities discussed during each European

Semester cycle. The contributions from each Member State are prepared and coordinated

under the responsibility of ‘national ESG delegations’ comprising three EESC members

associated with the work of the European Semester group and representing each of the three
groups. The consultation is conducted in two ways and the national ESG delegations are invited
to either:

a) fill in the questionnaire themselves on behalf of organised civil society in their Member
State and send their joint response to the secretariat, or identify relevant persons and
organisations and invite them to fill in the online questionnaire, and then summarise the
replies and send a single joint response to the secretariat; or

b)  organise a country visit (also called a ‘round table’) in cooperation with the national
economic and social councils or equivalent bodies and the European Semester officers of
the European Commission in their country. The report of this round table serves as the
contribution of the national ESG delegation.



Own-initiative opinion on ‘The EESC recommendations for a solid reform of the European
Semester” — April 2023:

During the 2022-2023 European Semester cycle, the ESG consulted the social partners
and civil society organisations in 23 Member States. The opinion focused on the follow-
up to previous work on the national Recovery and Resilience Plans, organised civil
society’s views on the European Semester, and the EU’s economic governance.

The EESC considered that ownership by the Member States was only possible with the
concrete and structural involvement of political, economic and social actors in the
European Semester process, as well as that of national parliaments and local and
regional authorities. It therefore proposed that the social partners and civil society
organisations be involved through a structured formal consultation procedure. In this
context, the EESC stressed that the principles and general characteristics of structured
and permanent involvement of organised civil society in the various stages of the
European Semester should be defined in an EU regulation, while respecting the fact that
it was up to national legislation to further specify the procedures and bodies in which
this consultation would be carried out, and complying with the criteria of openness,
transparency and representativeness. The EESC also proposed reforming the European
Semester in order to strengthen its transparency and democracy, the involvement of
organised civil society and the effectiveness of its operation, and stated that existing
systems of indicators must be reviewed, complemented and made consistent with each
other, thereby helping to improve evaluation procedures.

Evaluation report on the ‘Mid-term evaluation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility’* —
September 2023

The EESC prepared this evaluation report to contribute to the European Commission’s
mid-term evaluation of the implementation of the RRF. The report reflected the views of
the social partners and civil society organisations in selected EU Member States
(Germany, Italy, Latvia, Portugal and Romania) regarding the effectiveness, relevance,
and added value of civil society involvement in the RRF’s implementation. Based on the
results of on-site fact-finding missions and an online questionnaire, the report and the
accompanying technical annex gathered, analysed and summarised the views of
organised civil society on how the RRF has been implemented in these countries since
2021. Together, the report and annex aimed to provide valuable input for policy-makers

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

ECO/607 - Mid-term evaluation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility - adopted in September 2023.
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and enhance the European Commission’s understanding of civil society’s experience and
involvement in the implementation of the RRF.

In this report the EESC stated that there was a need to improve the implementation of
RRF reforms across countries by providing clearer guidelines, facilitating collaboration
among stakeholders and addressing barriers and challenges faced in different sectors. It
called on the Commission and national governments to take steps to streamline
processes, reduce bureaucracy, and provide the necessary support to ensure timely and
efficient implementation of projects and ensure compliance with the RRF Regulation as
regards the involvement of organised civil society in the implementation phase of the
RRPs through formal, structured and ongoing consultation processes. In addition, it
called for greater flexibility in terms of project selection, allocation of funds and timing
in order to adapt to changing circumstances and emerging needs, as well as for an
improvement in the coordination of the RRF with other European investment instruments
such as the Structural and Cohesion Funds and InvestEU.

Owne-initiative opinion on ‘Reform and investment proposals and their implementation in the

Member States — what is the opinion of organised civil society? (2023-2024 European

Semester cycle)” — April 2024

During the 2023-2024 European Semester cycle, the ESG consulted the social partners
and civil society organisations in 26 Member States. The aim was to encourage reflection
and the formulation of recommendations on reform and investment proposals and their
implementation. This consultation took the form of a questionnaire and ten country visits
(‘round tables’) in France, Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Finland, Portugal, Greece,
Romania, Cyprus and Lithuania. The opinion focused on the reform and investment
measures in the Member States, in particular those based on the 2023 CSRs and their
implementation, the RRPs and the ongoing review of the EU’s economic governance
rules.

The opinion recognised that integrating the CSRs into the RRPs has raised awareness and
improved implementation. It also emphasised that performance-based RRPs and
stronger national ownership should become the key elements in the implementation of
the revised EU economic governance framework and the European Semester process.
Additionally, it advocated three conditions to enhance flexibility: sufficient national fiscal
space, optimal use of EU funds and strong national ownership.

ECO/631 - Reform and investment proposals and their implementation in the Member States — what is the opinion of organised civil
society? (2023-2024 European Semester cycle) - adopted in April 2024.
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Owne-initiative opinion on ‘The EESC's recommendations on the reform and investment proposals
formulated as part of the 2024-2025 European Semester cycle’®, which is based on the information
report ‘The point of view of organised civil society in the EU Member States on national reform and
investment proposals and their implementation (2024-2025 European Semester cycle)”’ — April 2025

. This package was a continuation of the ESG’s work based on annual consultations of
national economic and social councils, the social partners and other civil society
organisations in the EU Member States on reform and investment proposals made in the
context of the European Semester and their implementation in the Member States. This
consultation took the form of a questionnaire and 8 country visits (‘round tables’) in
Finland, Hungary, Poland, Italy, Ireland, Latvia, Spain and Malta. The 2024-2025
consultations in the 27 Member States focused on reform and investment measures in
the Member States, particularly those based on the 2024 CSRs, the MTFSPs and the
progress made on implementing the RRPs.

. In the own-initiative opinion, the EESC called for more tailored recommendations,
awareness-raising on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a structured
consultation process at EU level and a stronger European Semester. The Committee also
called on the Commission to develop an EU regulation with clear and harmonised
guidance for Member States on how to involve stakeholders in a mandatory, systematic,
structural and meaningful way in the preparation of the medium-term plans.
Additionally, the EESC stressed that the RRF had played a key role in supporting
investment and reforms, and called for improved coordination, planning and resource
allocation to overcome delays as well as for streamlined processes.

° In the information report, regarding the CSRs, organised civil society raised concerns
about stakeholders’ involvement and stressed the need to be better involved in the
dialogue between the government and the European Commission through formalised
and transparent consultations, timelier involvement, greater transparency, and more
frequent and meaningful dialogues leading to concrete actions and results. Similar
concerns were raised with regard to the medium-term plans, with organised civil society
calling for enhanced involvement in the planning, implementation and monitoring of the
plans. Finally, as regards the progress made in implementing the RRPs, organised civil

ECO/652 - The EESC’s recommendations on the reform and investment proposals formulated as part of the 2024-2025 European
Semester cycle - adopted in April 2025.

ECO/651 - The point of view of organised civil society in the EU Member States on national reform and investment proposals and
their implementation (2024-2025 European Semester cycle) - adopted in April 2025.
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society called for improved coordination, planning and resource allocation to overcome
the delays, efforts to reduce administrative burdens, such as simplified processes, a
reduction in unnecessary documentation, the adoption of digital solutions, and training
and capacity-building.

Results and outlook

This term has confirmed the added value of the ESG. On the one hand, the group organises
meetings and events and ensures the production of opinions, information and evaluation
reports at key moments in the European Semester cycle, which are forwarded to the other
institutions so they can be taken into account in the next key stages of the cycle. These are
classic 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 enriched the quality of the EESC’s work. They tap
into new resources and new contacts, and the results so far have been positively received,
including outside the Committee’s walls. By organising consultations in several countries via
its members’ network, the ESG has been able to provide a new perspective on the European
Semester. The Semester process is characterised by a tight timetable, with consequences for
the consultation of civil society representatives. By meeting with civil society organisations in
their own 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.

The European Semester has become a solid, well-established instrument for the EU’s economic
governance and coordination with the Member States, and is in the process of being developed
further. The EESC has served as an important bridge 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 EESC has called on the Commission to urgently review the
structure and timing of the Semester, with a view to ensuring future interconnections with the
Competitiveness Coordination Tool in the interests of transparency and to enable all actors
involved (EU institutions, national governments, parliaments, local authorities, the social
partners and civil society organisations) to be ready to play their respective role in the
European Semester process to the full.
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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 current challenging geopolitical and

socioeconomic context. This challenge will be reflected in the 2025-2027 Work Programme of

the European Semester Group, to be adopted after the renewal.

Appendix — Key statistics

Study Group meetings 6 17
(opinions)

ESG meetings in Brussels 5 12
Country visits and consultations 13 238
Conferences and hearings 1 3

organised by the ESG

For a comprehensive five-year evaluation, please also consult the European Semester Group’s End-of-

mandate report covering the period 2020-2023.

Germany, ltaly, Latvia, Portugal, Romania (ECO/607) and France (ECO/631)

Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Finland, Portugal, Greece, Romania, Cyprus, Lithuania (ECO 631) and Finland, Hungary, Italy, Poland

(ECO/651)

Ireland, Latvia, Spain, Malta (ECO/651)
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