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Brussels, 27 September 2022


To the members of the 
European Semester Group
__________________________________________________________

The secretary-general of the European Economic and Social Committee is pleased to enclose the


MINUTES
of the 22nd meeting
of the
European Semester Group,
held at the Committee building in Brussels
on
27 September 2022

______________








The European Semester Group held its 22nd meeting at the Committee building in Brussels on Tuesday 27 September 2022 from 9.30 a.m. to 1 p.m. The meeting was hybrid, with some members connecting remotely via the Interactio videoconferencing system, while others attended in person. The meeting was chaired by the president, Javier Doz Orrit.

As the Interactio platform does not allow for the automatic creation of a list of participants, the following non-exhaustive list was created manually, for information purposes only.

	Mr/Ms
	Intention to participate in situ
	Intention to participate remotely
	Absent
	Apologies received

	ANDERSSON, Krister
	
	x
	
	

	BALON, Krzysztof Stanislaw
	x
	
	
	

	BOLLON, Pierre
	
	
	
	

	CABRA DE LUNA, Miguel Ángel
	
	x
	
	

	CALISTRU, Elena-Alexandra
	x
	
	
	

	DANDEA, Petru Sorin
	x
	
	
	

	DE LEEUW, Rudy
	x
	
	
	

	DEL RIO Cinzia
	x
	
	
	

	DIMITROV, Plamen
	
	x
	
	

	DOZ ORRIT, Javier
	x
	
	
	

	EDELÉNYI, András
	x
	
	
	

	GOBIŅŠ, Andris
	x
	
	
	

	HAUKANÕMM, Monika
	
	x
	
	

	HOLST Sif
	
	x
	
	

	JAHIER, Luca
	
	
	
	x

	KIUKAS, Vertti
	
	x
	
	

	LANNOO, Ronny
	
	x
	
	

	LOBO XAVIER, Gonçalo
	
	x
	
	

	LUSTENHOUWER, Colin
	
	x
	
	

	MAVROMMATIS, Manthos
	
	x
	
	

	MEYNENT, Denis
	x
	
	
	

	MORKIS, Gintaras
	
	
	
	

	O'CONNOR, Jack
	
	
	
	x

	OSTROWSKI, Krzysztof
	x
	
	
	

	PALMIERI, Stefano
	x
	
	
	

	PARTHIE, Sandra
	x
	
	
	

	PLOSCEANU, Aurel Laurenţiu
	
	x
	
	

	POČIVAVŠEK, Jakob Krištof
	
	
	
	x

	REALE, Maurizio
	x
	
	
	

	RELIĆ, Danko
	
	x
	
	

	SCHLÜTER, Bernd
	
	
	
	x

	SCHMIDT, Peter
	x
	
	
	

	SIPKO, Juraj
	x
	
	
	

	SÕBER, Kristi
	x
	
	
	

	STUDNIČNÁ, Lucie
	x
	
	
	

	SVENTEK, David
	x
	
	
	

	VARDAKASTANIS, Ioannis
	
	
	
	x

	VON BROCKDORFF, Philip
	
	x
	
	

	VORBACH, Judith
	
	x
	
	

	WAGENER, Marco
	x
	
	
	



GUESTS (online)
	Country
	First name, LAST NAME
	Job title
	Organisation

	Malta
	Adriana CHIRCOP
	Executive secretary
	Maltese Council for Economic and Social Development (MCESD)

	Finland
	Pekka SINKO
	Secretary-general
	Fininsh Economic Council - Prime Minister's office

	Belgium
	Tasso FACHANTIDIS
	Deputy advisor
	Belgian Central Economic Council (CCE)

	Greece
	Dimitris BIMPAS
	Scientific advisor
	Greek Economic and Social Council (OKE)

	Spain
	Margarita BRAVO
	Head – International relations
	Spanish Economic and Social Council

	Spain
	Beatriz MARTIN NIETO
	Consultant
	Spanish Economic and Social Council

	Spain
	Pilar LÓPEZ BRIGIDO
	Secretary
	Spanish Economic and Social Council



EESC secretariat

	Andersen, Jakob
	ECO – Administrator

	Grégoire, Colombe
	ECO – Administrator

	Carmona Gonzaléz, María D.
	ECO – Assistant

	Pick, Cécile Cathérine
	ECO – Trainee
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Adoption of the draft agenda
	
	The draft agenda was approved.

Approval of the minutes of the 21st European Semester Group meeting, held on 3 June 2022.

The minutes were approved.

1. Presentation and exchange of views on the European Semester Group's working programme 2022–2023 and on the proposal for an own-initiative opinion on the reform of the European Semester

· Opening statement on the reform of the European Semester 
The president, Javier Doz Orrit, opened the meeting with an update on the reform of the European Semester (ES). In particular, he highlighted the need for a reform that takes into account the many challenges that Member States are currently facing, such as economic pressures due to the war in Ukraine, the COVID-19 pandemic and inflation. In addition to these economic challenges, he also expressed concern about recent political events in Sweden and Italy. These are evidence that, although the Member States should be moving forward together to face these difficult circumstances, a far-right nationalist response within individual countries is slowing down their progress. The EESC should therefore neither stop nor backtrack in its efforts, and should strive to reach the broadest consensus possible. He added that this reform of the European Semester – a necessary step to prepare the institutions to deal with these multiple challenges – must rely on the input of organised civil society. In this respect, the EESC national delegations (27 three-member delegations, each representing one of the three EESC groups - 81 members in total) would consult representatives of organised civil society in their country through country visits (also called "round tables") and a questionnaire, working with national economic and social councils or equivalent bodies, government representatives and the European Semester officers of the European Commission. 

· Presentation of the ESG secretariat on consulting civil society on the reform of the European Semester
Colombe Grégoire and Jakob Andersen (ECO/ESG - Administrators) proceeded with a presentation on the purpose and content of this consultation of organised civil society, and how it would be conducted and the role of each party involved in the arrangements. They indicated that the consultation would be mainly carried out through the questionnaire (which would also be available online), but also through up to eight country visits to be scheduled between autumn 2022 and spring 2023. The questionnaire consists of seven questions, which aim to capture organised civil society's vision and pass on its recommendations on how the European Semester could be improved by incorporating their experiences with the European Semester and other related EU tools, including the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) and the national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs). The objective of the country visits would be to encourage a broader discussion and to receive more in-depth input from organised civil society in those Member States offering to organise such round tables. The meetings would in most cases be monolingual (in one of the Member State's official languages) and the programme of the round table would be based on the questionnaire. Four of these could be organised before the end of the year as we already have the necessary authorisations, while the others should be scheduled between January and March 2023. This timeline would allow the adoption of this opinion by April. 

· Discussion Q&A:
Following the presentation, Javier Doz Orrit opened the floor to comments and questions from members. During the debate, Cinzia Del Rio, Judith Vorbach, András Edelényi, Denis Meynent, Andris Gobiņš, Rudy De Leeuw and Elena-Alexandra Calistru took the floor and raised the following concerns:

· In which languages would the questionnaire be available? If it is only available in English it may discourage some stakeholders from responding.
· How would the EESC national delegations complete this questionnaire? What if there are differences in opinion between members of the three groups?
· Could the questionnaire be used as an opportunity to receive an update on the progress of the implementation of the national Recovery and Resilience Plans in each Member State?
· Which countries are targeted to hold such round tables? Could countries volunteer to hold round tables or would the secretariat select them? Why would there be only eight round tables?
· [bookmark: _Hlk115694200]It is necessary to clarify that the consultation through the questionnaire is an analysis that will result in a summary and not an evaluation. This should be made clear to respondents.
· Do the monitoring processes in place for the RRF and the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) differ between Member States? Would this influence the composition of the round tables?
· Two other coalitions are currently involved in monitoring the progress of the RRPs and their work could be taken into account: Open Spending EU (coalition for open, fair, and accountable public spending in the EU) and Follow the Money (platform for investigative journalism).

Representatives of the national economic and social councils were invited to this meeting. Tasso Fachantidis, deputy advisor for the Belgian Central Economic Council (CCE) made the following comment:
· The secretariat can also use the report of the Belgian Central Economic Council, which initiated a public debate on the topic of the review of European economic governance in 2020-2021. This resulted in the adoption of a report, validated by a group of academics[footnoteRef:2].  [2:  Emploi et compétitivité : Réforme de la gouvernance économique européenne (fgov.be)] 


Following these contributions, Mr Doz Orrit responded to the questions from the members: he indicated that the questionnaire would be available in all the official languages. It would be preferable to have a consensual response from each of the national delegations (combining in a single response the requests and visions of the national representatives of organised civil society, from the three groups). However, if the national delegations could not agree, receiving several responses (one per group) from the national delegations would also be acceptable. The limit of eight country visits existed for administrative and budgetary reasons, while respecting the timeframe set (until the end of March to conduct this consultation). Finally, the countries in which these visits were to take place were not predefined and members interested in hosting a visit were invited to contact the secretariat. 

2. Presentation by the rapporteur, Judith Vorbach, and exchange of views on the work on the own-initiative opinion ECO/589 The Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2022

As the rapporteur for the own-initiative opinion with additional considerations on the Annual Sustainable Growth Survey 2022 (ECO/589), Judith Vorbach shared the following updates on the progress of the work:

· Ms Vorbach explained that the study group was in the process of completing the opinion and that this draft opinion would be presented and voted on at the next ECO section, on 6 October.
· The rapporteur said that all of the key objectives addressed in the previous opinion (ECO/569) – the four dimensions of competitive sustainability: productivity, environment, fairness and stability – had come under pressure since the last opinion was adopted in February 2022. In particular, disruption to the stability of financial markets, the stability of public finances, competitiveness, and the sustainability and inclusiveness of growth in Member States could be cited as examples.  
· This opinion calls for a balanced economic policy approach, which must protect fairness and environmental objectives despite the current crisis. The importance of the purchasing power of low- and medium-income households (which constitute the major part of economic demand) is stressed, which must be safeguarded. Other priorities include the need to show solidarity with the Ukrainians and enhancing EU strategic autonomy.
· This opinion underlines the need to ensure that national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs) address citizens' needs and that these plans are implemented effectively. As the RRF has become a key tool in the context of the European Semester, the Semester should be reshaped with the qualitative participation of organised civil society. The partnership principle should be successfully applied in the context of the RRPs. 
· Lastly, regarding the energy policies, members of the study group welcomed the increased investment in renewable energy and the efficiency targets, and called for a reform of the European energy market. Members also suggested that the Commission provide an overview of the extent to which the high investments required could be financed through the use of public, private or blended funds. The study group also addressed the topic of European economic governance and welcomed the extension of the general escape clause in 2023. As the single market is an important topic in the framework of the Sustainable Growth Survey, the opinion also pointed out that the Capital Markets and Banking Unions should be implemented. Financial market stability should be viewed as a priority. 
· The opinion also calls for a business-enhancing environment, promoting productivity in a fair and balanced way. Therefore, reference is also made to the Commission's report on the European growth model and it is stressed that social and environmental goals must not be neglected in supply chains.
· Finally, this opinion stresses that public support to stimulate private investment needs to be well directed towards projects with clear added value, and transparency and monitoring are crucial in the application of public support to stimulate private investments.

· Discussion Q&A:
Following Ms Vorbach's presentation, Mr Doz Orrit elaborated on the challenges defining the current economic and political situation: the war in Ukraine is currently greatly affecting European economies. For this reason, the energy transition and the Green Deal are not only necessary, but also need to be swiftly implemented. According to Mr Doz Orrit, the Commission should be doing more to accelerate this process. Furthermore, while dealing with the energy crisis, national governments and the Commission must also pay attention to debt creation and manageability in highly-indebted Member States. 


3. Presentation by the rapporteur, Cinzia Del Rio, and exchange of views on the own-initiative opinion ECO/584 Gender-based investments in national recovery and resilience plans

Ms Del Rio shared the following information about the progress of the own-initiative opinion on Gender-based investments in national recovery and resilience plans:

· The aim of this opinion is to analyse gender equality in the RRPs (25 out of 27 plans have been assessed) by scrutinising Member States' investments. The objective of the opinion is to improve women's access to the labour market as well as to high-quality jobs. The opinion explains the current context, the direct and indirect measures that were included in the RRPs by the Member States, and is in particular focused on how to promote participation of women in the labour market by looking at the investments that have been planned. 
· This opinion notably uses the review report of the Commission on the implementation of the RRF[footnoteRef:3] published in late July 2022, but also the study requested by the Swedish presidency of the Council of the EU from the European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) on the institutional mechanisms for gender equality and gender mainstreaming with a particular focus on the EU recovery response to the COVID-19 pandemic from a gender perspective (to be released in the first half of 2023).  [3:  com_2022_383_1_en.pdf (europa.eu)] 

· This opinion addresses a shortcoming in the RRF regulation: the initial proposal for the regulation on the RRF did not provide for a focus on gender equality. Therefore, most Member States did not have a strategic approach to including gender equality in the measures they put forward in their RRPs (except for example Spain, Italy, Belgium and Austria). Later, the Commission analysed the plans and asked the Member States in the implementation phase to provide information on the effect of the measures on gender equality through a series of common indicators. There will be an assessment of the effects of these plans on gender equality, but only in the implementation phase, not ex-ante. In the implementation phase of the RRPs, there will be an assessment (on the basis of performance) of the effects of these plans on improving gender equality in the Member States, and the objective of this opinion is to analyse the situation ex ante. 
· Most Member States have deemed gender equality and gender mainstreaming to be a cross-cutting objective, and therefore the actions to be undertaken are necessarily cross-cutting: more than 60% of investments will be focused on the digital and green transitions. Within these two large pillars, we need to look at how much of a focus there is on gender equality. However, not all countries are equipped to provide such disaggregated data, which makes a comparison difficult.
· Moreover, this opinion highlights some direct and indirect measures that could be taken to improve gender equality, looking also at the medium and long term: enhancing social infrastructures, schools, childcare facilities, training, fiscal measures to provide incentives for  entrepreneurship in women, for women working in cooperatives, for businesses hiring women, tax exemptions for single parents. etc. 
· It also tries to understand how EU funds (RRF, social funds, etc.) are used in a complementary way. 
· There is also a lack of Country-Specific Recommendations covering gender equality. Another opinion is also being prepared by the SOC section on gender budgeting[footnoteRef:4], and in parallel gender budgeting should become part of the European Semester, so that governments and public administrations have to take gender budgeting into account at territorial and regional level. [4:  Gender lens investing as a way to improve gender equality in the European Union | European Economic and Social Committee (europa.eu)] 

· Finally, the rapporteur stated that social partners, especially organisations working on women's issues, were not (sufficiently) consulted in the drafting process. This opinion also provides recommendations on how to include these organisations in the implementation phase of the RRPs.

Discussion Q&A:
Following Ms Del Rio's presentation, the following members of the ESG took part in the ensuing debate: Elena-Alexandra Calistru, Krzysztof Ostrowski, and Andris Gobiņš: 

· The own-initiative opinion allows us to look at the RRF from a different angle, in particular it provides a fresh perspective on the green and digital transitions. 
There is a problem when it comes to standardising the data collected by the Member States and provided to the Commission.
· In the EESC, we should systematically analyse the various topics discussed in our opinions through the prism of gender equality (as it is the case for the impact of EU policies on young people).

Ms Del Rio responded to the comments of the members, stating that the Commission had integrated the gender dimension into the RRF regulation adopted in February 2021.  In the meantime, many governments had already been working on the design of their recovery and resilience plans without integrating this gender dimension. The Commission therefore intended to include it at a later stage, using a list of fourteen indicators. This is a first difficulty. A second difficulty is the lack of participation of women's organisations in this work. The Commission asks national governments to indicate how they include social partners and civil society organisations, but this is more a moral request than a concrete obligation. The rapporteur concluded by expressing her hope that governments would pay more attention to gender equality in the implementation of their plans through these indicators and performance reports.  


4. Presentation by the rapporteur, Juraj Sipko, and exchange of views on the own-initiative opinion ECO/590 Additional considerations on the Euro area economic policy 2022

Mr Sipko shared the following information about the progress of the own-initiative opinion Additional considerations on the Euro area economic policy 2022:
· A number of global challenges (the pandemic, the Russian invasion of Ukraine, inflation and climate change) have led to a dramatic decline in the situation in the euro area and are having global consequences in terms of poverty, inequality, rising prices, increased debt, etc. In combination with the pandemic, these crises have led to global fragmentation: what has been built up in the EU over 75 years has been eroded: trade, investment, external trade, structural production, supply chains, etc. are now completely different.
· In addition to inflation, there is a big problem of accumulation of debt: not only public debt but also household and corporate debts and debt in the financial sectors.
· The role of the ECB in maintaining price stability by targeting a 2% inflation rate in the medium-to-long term, and in this context, the difficulty of identifying the main drivers of inflation.
· In this opinion, various issues related to prices (in particular energy prices) are discussed. In this regard, the opinion calls on the Commission to undertake a review of market and price-building mechanisms, and it calls for further diversification to reduce our dependence on Russia. 
· Moreover, the opinion proposes two strategies: firstly, to move forward toward the green transition, to focus on renewable energies (which may be costly, but can bring very high dividends in the future); and secondly, to bring our economy to sustainability by ending the war in Ukraine - war is the enemy of prosperity, economic growth and social stability. 
· The opinion also calls for the conditions to be created for resilient and sustainable funds to deal with potential future pandemics and climate change.
· Regarding liquidity and functioning of the real economy: the rapporteur said that, in order to support SMEs, it is necessary to continue and complete the financial union: Banking Union and Capital Markets Union.
· Mr Sipko concluded by saying that there are still question pending for next year regarding macroeconomic imbalances: based on the latest ECB analysis, the euro zone has had a current account surplus for many years, but will now have a current account deficit. Furthermore, at microeconomic level, the euro zone we will have big problems. So: how should we focus our collective efforts to deliver sustainable economic growth? How can we deal with inflation and at the same time spare the most vulnerable and maintain fiscal sustainability? And alongside this, how can we provide sufficient resources for social stability, health care and education? At this stage of development, the only solution is to negotiate together instead of fragmenting, in order  to create the conditions for a better future.

· Discussion Q&A:
Following Mr Sipko's presentation, Petru Sorin Dandea, Denis Meynent, Gonçalo Lobo Xavier, Hanspeter Wagner, András Edelényi, Judith Vorbach, Sandra Parthie, Krzysztof Stanisław Balon and Javier Doz Orrit raised the following questions/made the following comments: 
· In the euro area, the Harmonised Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) is used to measure consumer price inflation ("core inflation"; excluding energy and food). That refers to the change over time in the prices of consumer goods and services purchased by euro area households. The ECB is increasing the interest rate looking at core inflation (without taking energy into account): this constitutes a problem as we know that currently it is energy that is generating inflation. The Commission is beginning to recognise that the EU regulation on energy pricing is no longer adequate. Indeed, at the beginning of the pandemic, the Commission had proposed to suspend the state aid regulation and to activate the general escape clause, so that Member States could cope flexibly with the additional expenses generated by the pandemic. If the European Commission had taken steps to suspend the EU regulation on energy pricing last year, when natural gas prices started to skyrocket, we could have already started the process.  When the Commission introduced this regulation to deal with the climate crisis, it was adequate, but this is no longer the case. The EESC should react immediately to the current Commission proposal and the Member States should take the decision in the Council to temporarily suspend this energy pricing regulation; otherwise the ECB's monetary policy will prove ineffective.
· Wage policy, which is a very important element at economic level, should also feature in the opinion, considering how far wages have dropped in real terms, due to inflation. The question of what contribution the private sector (as opposed to the public sector) should make should be addressed. We should ensure the implementation of the EU minimum wage directive and the European Pillar of Social Rights.
· The ECB insists on using the only weapon it has: raising interest rates to fight inflation. In Portugal, this will be an atomic bomb for the economy and the stability of national finances. A large part of the population has bought houses, financed by banks: they will suffer a lot from this policy. If we do not combine our efforts to create a policy to protect the population, this crisis will be even worse than the one in 2008/2009. Regarding energy prices and profits of energy companies, a tax on excessive profits should be proposed. It is also important for the EESC that this opinion mentions that we cannot have a reflection on this topic without preparing common policies: if we are going to have an additional tax for energy companies, it would be beneficial for the Member States to inform the population that this will provide additional revenue for governments that will be used in a transparent way to help them deal with the damage caused by the current situation.
Inflation is greatly impacting on the purchasing power of small- and medium-income households. For this reason and as part of the green transition, in the short term, a cap or shield for energy prices should be agreed. In the medium and long term, we should also help households with direct aids to invest in energy-efficient equipment and housing.
· More and more macroeconomists believe that the crisis cycle started earlier, and that the pandemic and the war only aggravated a situation where signs of deterioration were already visible. For example, previously, interest rates, in line with ECB policy, were kept very low while house prices were soaring.  These small signals of weakness are part of the strategic foresight toolbox: we could anticipate problems earlier in order to deal with them more appropriately.
· In addition to its monetary policy, the ECB has also taken additional action to support financial and bond market stability. Moreover, we have to make sure that real wages do not fall, because purchasing power would also fall and there would be dangerous pressure on economic growth. We also have to ensure social peace. All this could also have an impact on the cohesion of the EU.
A paradox: We have inflation and difficult economic developments with negative indicators, but at the same time we do not see this reflected in the labour market, which is still very strong. What are the possible underlying factors? When it comes to trying to fight inflation in the current situation, it is also important to discuss the transfers of payments that governments can and should make to vulnerable households and businesses that can no longer meet their operating costs at current prices; the ECB does not concern itself much with energy prices; that is the role of governments.
· We must bear in mind that there should be no economic policy in the EU without social policy. There is a problem of fragmentation of our policies. 
· According to the IMF, the global level of households, corporate and governments debt is measured in USD 300 trillion, which is 3.6 times total global GDP. It is unsustainable and interest rates are currently continuing to rise. How can we manage this? It also about a fair redistribution of wealth, including through fiscal policies.

Following the exchange, Mr Sipko took the floor and responded to the comments of the members. 
In addition to rising energy prices and the impact of the pandemic, a new phenomenon has emerged: in some market sectors there is a lack of highly skilled labour, in particular in the digitalisation sector, which is driving up prices because of the higher wages paid to these (scarce) skilled staff. Regarding interest rates, according to the Taylor rule, inflation cannot be higher than interest rates. The ECB has said it will ensure price stability, and we support it adopting all kinds of tools necessary to do so. Mr Sipko supported the comment on the transfers of payments that governments should make to vulnerable households to address the issue of raising energy prices, and also drew attention to the rise in food prices, which are not only rising because of the invasion of Ukraine, but also because of speculation on the markets. Mr Sipko closed by commenting on the topic of public debt, and agreed that the levels of debt are unsustainable and this should be addressed notably through wealth redistribution and financial stability. He closed by reminding the ESG members that cooperation is important for creating prosperity, as otherwise Europe may lose out in comparative terms to other regions of the world. The EU agenda should be active and more progressive. 

Any other business

Jakob Andersen took the floor in order to announce that an organisation called Social Platform (network of European civil society organisations working on social issues) had approached the secretariat with the request to distribute their report on Socialising the European Semester. Analysis of the 2022 Semester cycle and reform recommendations to deliver a social, green, and digital Europe. A link to the report – only available in English - would be emailed to all members. 

Javier Doz Orrit closed the meeting, reminding members that if they any comments on the proposed seven questions making up the questionnaire, they should send them to the secretariat by Monday 3 October. 


Confirmation of the date of the next meeting: 6 December 2022 (morning).

	SPECIAL REMARKS

Subject to the evolution of the pandemic in Belgium and in accordance with the president's decision, Committee meetings should be held in hybrid format.

Participants invited to a hybrid meeting and who plan to attend the meeting in person should give advance notice of their participation via the Members' Portal at least one calendar week before the date of the meeting.

Members and delegates unable to attend the meeting are asked to give advance notice via the Members' Portal.

All the technical details of the organisation of the Interactio video conference will be sent to you in a separate message.

For any questions regarding reimbursements, please contact the Members' Working Conditions Unit.

Information about practical arrangements can be found on the EESC Intranet. On the measures in force in Belgium please follow this link: https://www.info-coronavirus.be/en/.




	Interpreting requested from
	ES/DE/EL/EN/FR/IT/HU

	into
	ES/EN/FR


_____________

N.B.:	Members and experts are asked to sign the attendance list in order to ensure that their meeting expenses are refunded.
Recorded meeting – see Decision No 206/17A. Privacy statement.
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