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Abstract
The study provides an overview of the extent to which a selection of national post-COVID-19 Recovery
and Resilience Plans have adopted the principles of wellbeing, economy and sustainable development.
A key focus of the report is assessing the extent to which representatives of civil society have contributed
to the plans and their envisaged future role in the implementation of the planned reforms and
investments. Sustainability has been framed according to two dimensions: environmental and social. At
the outset, the study defines key principles of both of these dimensions together with relevant references
to principal EU policy documents. National plans from five EU Member States - Bulgaria, Finland,
Germany, Poland and Spain - have been screened, with emphasis on two aspects: first, how the plans
address both dimensions of sustainability and second, the involvement of civil society in plan
development. The screening was complemented by interviews with relevant stakeholders, plus
additional desk research to formulate conclusions and recommendations on how governments can make
the process of post-pandemic recovery more sustainable and more inclusive for civil society.
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Executive summary
Recognising the scale of the challenge related to the extensive human and economic impacts of the
COVID-19 pandemic, a number of support packages have been launched at various administrative
levels, including the EU Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) that combines loans and grants of a
total of EUR 672.5 billion. Member States can apply for aid from this financial instrument with reference
to national Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRP) that set out the envisioned agenda of reforms and
investments for 2021-20231. The Commission’s Next Generation EU communication sets out provisions
for post-pandemic aid which targets not only the recovery from the crisis but also outlines a common
vision for ‘a more sustainable, resilient and [fair] Europe for the next generation2’ and aims to ensure
that ‘no person, no region, no Member State’ are left behind.
Several principal EU documents and strategies, which have been adopted either prior to or during the
COVID-19 pandemic, call for a more sustainable and fair approach to further economic development.
The 2020 EU Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS)3, which is part of the broader European
Semester process, sets out four principal dimensions of economic policy in the EU in the coming years:
environmental sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability. It also stresses the
importance of the European Green Deal being the new growth strategy for Europe. Both documents call
for achieving climate neutrality across the EU by 2050 and for a just transition which leaves no-one
behind. Furthermore, the ASGS refocuses the European Semester process of monitoring of EU
economies on better alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
The extraordinary nature and impact of the pandemic raises questions about what recovery from the
COVID-19 pandemic will look like, with the extensive funding programmes put in place. The European
Economic and Social Committee’s (EESC) resolution on post-COVID-19 recovery and reconstruction4
highlights the importance of recovery funding being sustainable and inclusive, through the participation
of social partners and civil society. The recovery can encourage a ‘bounce forward’ for progress towards
the SDGs and the promotion of wellbeing-related goals, rather than entailing a return to business as
usual5.
Objectives and methods
Within this context, the objectives of this study are to:





Examine the extent to which the responses to the post-pandemic crisis by national/local
authorities adopt the principles of a wellbeing economy/SDG implementation and take a longerterm approach to planning;
Provide examples of how communities as well as civil society and other stakeholders have
contributed to plans for the reforming of the economy and society and to leaving no one behind;
Identify and review some targeted responses to the COVID-19 crisis and draw parallels to the
responses necessary to address the climate crisis, in order to provide recommendations on how
the EU can better prepare to deal with the climate crisis.

1

Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 establishing the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021.
2
European Commission, 2020, Europe’s moment: Repair and Prepare for the Next Generation, COM(2020) 456 final.
3

European Commission, 2020, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020, COM(2019) 650 final.

4

EESC, 2020, Resolution ‘EESC proposals for post-COVID-19 crisis reconstruction and recovery’.

5

EESC, 2020, Exploratory Opinion ‘The European Climate Pact’ NAT/785.
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Five countries of varying sizes and geographical coverage have been selected for the assessment, namely
Bulgaria (BG), Finland (FI), Germany (DE), Poland (PL) and Spain (ES). The assessment has been
carried out by national experts according to a common template (a summary of the assessment per
country is provided in Annex 1).
Information for completing the assessment template was gathered primarily through:




Desk research based on a review of the (draft) plans and the accompanying documents, which
are publicly available (e.g. on websites dedicated to the specific plans), position papers
published by stakeholders and independent analyses of the plans;
Interviews with stakeholders: for each case study, the national experts have conducted 3-4
interviews with the relevant representatives of public administration bodies and Civil Society
Organisations (CSOs) involved in devising the plans. Wherever possible, the interviews were
conducted with the representatives of 1) government, 2) employers, 3) employees (e.g. trade
unions), 4) CSOs. The interviews have focused both on the way the plans and the specific
measures address the principles and concepts of sustainability and on the aspect of civil society
involvement.

For each selected country, versions of the plans available in April-June 2021 were reviewed – most of
these were final versions of the documents submitted to the European Commission except for the
Bulgarian plan which at the time of drafting has still not been submitted to the Commission in its final
version. Each plan was screened according to a list of sustainability concepts based on EU policy
documents and key assessment criteria. It should be noted that the assessed versions of the national
RRPs are not the final versions which will be implemented in each country. During the drafting of this
study, the Commission was in the process of assessment of the plans submitted by Member States, only
the revised and approved versions will be adopted for implementation6.
Main findings: environmental and social sustainability
Our assessment reveals that all the reviewed plans contain numerous objectives and measures related to
environmental sustainability and the green transition as required under the RRF, with focus especially
on decarbonisation measures (energy efficiency, renewable energy, sustainable mobility). Nevertheless,
nature protection and biodiversity measures are less widespread across the reviewed plans and tend to
have smaller budget allocation. This may be explained by the need to ensure a minimum share of
spending on the green transition, which might have led some Member States to prioritise the types of
measures related to energy transition and climate change.
The specific measures included in the five recovery plans vary and are usually linked to national
objectives, policies or plans. The most common areas targeted for investment are energy efficiency,
renewable energy sources (RES) or non-fossil fuel energy (e.g. hydrogen) and sustainable mobility. The
investments related to energy efficiency are quite similar across the five plans - primarily renovation
and insulation of buildings in order to improve their overall energy efficiency as well as replacement of
fossil-fuel based heating sources. Conversely, the measures related to sustainable mobility and
renewable energy vary. For example, all five plans mention measures for supporting renewable energy
and developing projects linked to hydrogen, but some plans devote particular attention to the specific
RES – for example Poland to wind, while Spain, Bulgaria and Finland to solar energy. Regarding
sustainable mobility, four of the plans include measures for electro-mobility or electrification of
transport (FI, DE, PL, ES) and investments in railway transport (BG, FI, DE, PL).

6

See the EC website on the Recovery and Resilience Plans’ assessments.
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Reactions of civil society to the draft plans indicate missed opportunities and potential obstacles to
achieving a ‘true’ green transition and sustainability transformation. For instance, some of the plans
have been criticised for omitting specific measures on biodiversity protection (FI, DE) or not including
sufficient measures in this area (ES). Some of the plans have been criticised for their focus on
infrastructure and technology-intensive measures and inclusion of projects that are linked to fossil fuels,
and may lock in dependence on such fuels in the future (BG, DE, PL). In some cases (PL, ES),
stakeholders have expressed concern about whether the ambitions defined in the plans will be realised
during the actual implementation, as the investments are defined in rather vague terms.
Even though all the assessed plans self-report that the minimum spending on the green transition is
ensured, an independent review has indicated this may not be the case in reality. A more detailed scrutiny
of potential support for some types of investments (e.g. in fossil fuel-dependent technologies) shows
that some of the plans may not even meet the 37% threshold7. In addition, the indicators defined for the
planned measures tend to measure output (e.g. number of projects, equipment) rather than impacts (e.g.
greenhouse gas emission reductions). The actual impact of the investments and the degree to which they
can deliver a real green transformation will depend on the implementation. Further scrutiny will be
required to monitor and assess the impacts of the investments on environmental and climate goals.
Regarding social sustainability, all five plans contain objectives and measures linked to this principle;
even if not all of them explicitly reference the concepts covered by this assessment. Most of the plans
address objectives, reforms and investments linked to social inclusion and participation, education and
training, health and equality, and all of them target health and education/training/skills development.
Four of the plans (BG, DE, PL, ES) include measures targeting social services and the inclusion of
vulnerable groups. Gender equality and protection from any discrimination are mentioned as horizontal
principles in three of the plans (BG, PL, FI) and are linked to specific national strategies and measures
in the two remaining ones (DE, ES). Three of the plans emphasise territorial cohesion and include
concrete projects for its achievement (BG, PL, ES).
The concept of just transition is concretely covered in only two of the assessed plans (ES, PL), even
though all five countries have regions considered eligible for the Just Transition Fund, which aims to
support regions heavily dependent on mining and fossil fuel industries and at risk of being negatively
affected by the green transition. While the Just Transition Fund will specifically support those regions,
the recovery plans can be an additional opportunity to boost these efforts or even support other regions
in their green transition. The omission of just transition measures in the other three plans has been
criticised by civil society as a missed opportunity to support the labour force that may be negatively
affected by the transition.
In some plans, the focus on education and skill development has been considered insufficient by
stakeholders as it can create missed opportunities for improving the employability of the labour force,
for example, by developing skills that are in demand (e.g. digital skills, skills needed for the green
transition) (BG, FI). Other examples of stakeholder criticism include lack of or insufficient support for
social and welfare services, including their digitalisation in two of the plans (DE, PL).
Main findings: civil society involvement
Involvement of representatives of civil society in policy-making is crucial for effective policy-making
in democratic society. The importance of this aspect of governance has been highlighted in numerous
conventions and strategies including the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement.

7

https://www.greenrecoverytracker.org/
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The RRF Regulation8 states that the RRPs should contain a summary of the consultation process with
local and regional authorities, social partners, CSOs and other relevant stakeholders and should explain
how the input of the stakeholders is reflected in the plans. Furthermore, according to the Commission
Guidance9, Member States are invited to indicate in what way social partners have been consulted and
involved in drafting the recovery plans and in their future implementation.
According to our analysis, all five Member States have consulted a wide range of stakeholders during
the process of drafting the recovery plans, with differing approaches and results in terms of stakeholder
impact on the actual shape of the documents. A variety of consultation tools and techniques were used
across the five countries including gathering opinions and position papers, organising public hearings
and information sessions, targeted workshops and discussions within the existing consultation fora.
The pandemic situation forced a greater use of online tools – many debates and discussion sessions were
organised on digital platforms, allowing the participation of a wide range of stakeholders. Such webinars
were organised, among others, in Poland and in Bulgaria. In all the countries, representatives of civil
society formulated numerous statements and opinions regarding the plans and commented on the
versions available for their feedback.
There are many positive examples of comments formulated by CSOs in the consultation process which
were taken on board during the process of creation and revision of the RRPs. Examples include an
increased focus on regional railways and cycling in Poland, a proposal to give up regional distribution
of funding in Finland, and designating specific support programmes for SMEs in Bulgaria. Not all the
comments, however, have been taken into account; it can be acknowledged that this was at least partly
due to the fact that various stakeholders may have conflicting interests, which results in voicing
contradictory comments to the RRPs. Another issue is that some stakeholders have complained that they
have not been given sufficient opportunity to provide comments or suggestions to the RRPs and that
they have been informed rather than consulted about the shape of the plan (e.g. in Germany).
A common critique expressed by the interviewed stakeholders relating to consultations with social
partners was the limited timeframe for providing comments – this was highlighted especially in
Bulgaria, Poland and Germany. Also the timing of consultations has in some countries been criticised:
while in Bulgaria consultations were organised quite early in the process (November 2020), in Poland
they were relatively late (March 2021), which did not allow much possibility for revision of the
document.
Involvement of civil society in the implementation of the plans can be realised in two principal ways: 1)
through participation of civil society representatives in monitoring committees or other similar structures
established to supervise the implementation of the plans and 2) through making CSOs and/or individuals
or their associations eligible for financial support for implementing the measures envisaged within the
plans. While all the analysed plans include provisions on future involvement of civil society in the
implementation phase, at the time of drafting10 all the plans are quite vague about the form of this
engagement. Monitoring committees or some type of inter-institutional monitoring structures will be
created for all of the RRPs under assessment, but their exact form and engagement of social partners is
yet to be established.
It can be noted that initially, one of the study objectives was to identify how the RRPs accommodate
bottom-up, community-driven initiatives, assuming that such efforts create greater trust in a sustainable
and inclusive recovery. After screening five RRPs and discussing the process with stakeholders, it has
8

Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 establishing the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021, Art. 18 4 (q).
9
European Commission, 2020, Guidance to Member States Recovery and Resilience Plans, SWD(2020) 505 final.
10

June 2021.

5

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

become evident that the mechanism of preparation of the plans did not rely on the collection of concrete
community-driven initiatives for funding. CSOs and local community representatives were invited to
provide comments on draft plans, but not to put forward concrete proposals of investments to be
implemented.
Recommendations
The following set of recommendations can be drawn on the basis of our assessment:




















While all RRPs have the potential to contribute to environmental and social sustainability, it
will be critical to assess to what extent this is delivered during their implementation. One way
to ensure this is to define more robust indicators for measuring impacts, and extension of the
monitoring and assessment processes to capture impacts in addition to outputs.
The national RRPs should be clearly aligned with the Agenda 2030 and its Sustainable
Development Goals, with indication to what extent the implementation of the plans contributes
to each of the SDGs.
In the context of the green transition, it will be important to ensure that none of the investments
jeopardises the achievement of long-term objectives for climate neutrality and environmental
protection. Therefore, the ‘do no significant harm’ principle as well as existing and legally
binding environmental safeguards (such as Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) or
Strategic Environmental Assessments (SEAs)) must be duly applied to all recovery measures.
The RRPs should be coherent with sectoral policies including international trade policy, energy
policy, and environmental policy. Cross-sectoral and international coherence of policies and
agendas will result in creating important synergies and efficiency gains.
As the RRPs are only one instrument for public policy and a relatively short-term one, Member
States need to ensure complementarity and synergies between the immediate recovery measures
of the RRPs and the objectives of other policies and funding instruments.
Some sort of multi-stakeholder approach to monitoring should be developed for RRPs, despite the
lack of a specific requirement in the regulation. Participatory monitoring committees can ensure the
ongoing input of different stakeholder perspectives into plan implementation, providing an
additional step towards ensuring that ambitious objectives are pursued effectively in practice.
Civil society can play a vital role in the scrutiny of the plans’ implementation to ensure that they can
deliver on their potential to provide a sustainable post-pandemic delivery and that they contribute to
rather than jeopardise the achievement of long-term climate, environmental and social goals.
More concrete requirements, recommendations, guidelines or conditionalities (similar to the
rules applicable to the European Structural and Investment Funds) could be developed at EU
level regarding the timeline and methods of involvement of civil society in the process of
implementation of the RRPs.
There is value for Member States in creating genuine consultation processes that involve key
stakeholders in all phases of plan development, allowing them to contribute to the objectives
and guiding principles behind a plan as well as its concrete measures and expected outcomes.
This enhances the transparency and social acceptability of strategies.
For future similar initiatives, more concrete requirements, recommendations, guidelines or
conditionalities could be developed at EU level regarding the timeline and the methods of
involvement of stakeholders including CSOs and local communities, both during the process of
the design of plans and strategies and in their implementation at Member State level.
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1.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 has had extensive costs, both in human and economic terms. The
economic cost in terms of job losses, furlough payments, and bankruptcies is difficult to estimate, and
is still ongoing. The Summer 2020 Interim Forecast predicted an 8.75% contraction of the economy for
the Euro area in 202011.
Recognising the scale of the challenge, a number of support packages have been launched at various
levels including EU level. The Commission’s Next Generation EU communication not only recognises
and sets out provisions for the aid required to ensure that ‘no person, no region, no Member State’ are
left behind, but also highlights the importance of the recovery being guided by a common vision for ‘a
more sustainable, resilient and [fair] Europe for the next generation’12. To this has been added, following
negotiations in the Council, a Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) combining loans and grants for a
total of EUR 672.5 billion, from which Member States can apply for aid with reference to national
Recovery and Resilience Plans (RRPs), setting out the envisioned reform agenda for 2021-202313. Some
principal features and provisions of the RRF that are particularly relevant for our study are listed in the
box below.
Box 1: The Recovery and Resilience Facility

The Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) will provide EUR 312.5 billion in grants and EUR 360 billion in
loans available to support Member States in the mitigation of economic and social impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. To benefit from the support of the RRF, Member States must submit their Recovery and Resilience
Plans (RRPs) to the European Commission. The reforms and investments envisaged in the plans should be
implemented by 2026. Some of the provisions of the RRF Regulation that entered into force on 19 February
2021 and that are relevant for this study include:
 The funding from the RRF can be applied to six policy areas (pillars): 1) green transition; 2) digital
transformation; 3) smart, sustainable and inclusive growth, including economic cohesion, jobs,
productivity, competitiveness, R&D, and well-functioning internal market with strong SMEs; 4) social
and territorial cohesion; 5) health, economic, social and institutional resilience; 6) education and skills,
and policies for children and youth (Art. 3). All these pillars must be addressed in the RRPs (Art. 18.4).
 The requirement that all the supported measures respect the principle of ‘do no significant harm’
(Art. 5.2).
 The contribution of the measures envisaged in the RRPs to climate action/green transition should be
at least 37% (Art. 16.2.i and Art. 18.4.e).
 The contribution of the measures envisaged in the RRPs to digital transition should be at least 20%
(Art. 16.2.ii and Art. 18.4.f).
 The RRPs must be consistent with the relevant country-specific recommendations of the European
Semester, with the National Reform Programmes, with the National Energy and Climate Plans, with
the territorial just transition plans established under the Just Transition Fund, with the Youth Guarantee
implementation plans, partnership agreements and operational programmes guiding EU funding (Art.
17.3).

11

European Commission, 2020, ‘European Economic Forecast: Summer 2020 (Interim)’, Institutional Paper 132.

12

European Commission, 2020, Europe’s moment: Repair and Prepare for the Next Generation, COM(2020) 456 final.

13

Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 establishing the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021.
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The RRPs must include an explanation on how it will contribute to gender equality and equal
opportunities for all (Art. 18.4.o).
The RRPs must contain a summary of the consultation process with local and regional authorities,
social partners, CSOs, youth organisations and other relevant stakeholders, and explain how the input
of the stakeholders is reflected in the plans (Art. 18.4.q).

Source: Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021
establishing the Recovery and Resilience Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021

Meanwhile, the 2021 Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (ASGS)14, which is part of the broader
European Semester process, set out four dimensions of development across the EU in the coming years:
environmental sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability.
The extraordinary nature and impact of the pandemic raises questions about what the recovery will look
like with the extensive funding programmes put in place. The EESC resolution on post-COVID-19
recovery and reconstruction15 highlights the importance of recovery funding being sustainable and
inclusive, through the participation of social partners and civil society. The recovery can encourage a
‘bounce forward’ for progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals and promotion of wellbeingrelated goals, rather than entailing a return to business as usual16.

1.1

Objectives of the study

The EESC would like to encourage Member States to use the opportunity created by the post-COVID19 recovery initiatives, in particular the RRF, to step up ambition for rebuilding the EU economy and
the economies of the individual Member States on new foundations, to better address the environmental
and social challenges our planet is facing today. The national RRPs prepared by Member States are an
opportunity to support a shift towards an economy of wellbeing, based on the key principles and goals
of environmental and social policy17.
The objectives of this study are to:
 Examine the extent to which the responses to the post-pandemic crisis by national authorities
adopt the principles of a wellbeing economy/SDG implementation and take a longer-term
approach to planning;
 Provide examples of how communities at various levels as well as civil society and other
stakeholders have contributed to plans for the reforming of the economy and society and to
leaving no one behind;
 Identify and review some targeted responses to the COVID-19 crisis and draw parallels to the
responses necessary to address the climate crisis, in order to provide recommendations on how
the EU can better prepare to deal with the climate crisis.

14

European Commission, 2020, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020, COM(2019) 650 final.

15

EESC, 2020, Resolution ‘EESC proposals for post-COVID-19 crisis reconstruction and recovery’.

16

EESC, 2020, Exploratory Opinion ‘The European Climate Pact’ NAT/785.

17

As expressed in its Resolution ‘EESC proposal for post-COVID 19 crisis reconstruction and recovery’.
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1.2

Approach and methodology

The focus of the analysis is on the targeted responses to the COVID-19 crisis by national governments
– i.e. at the RRPs developed by Member States, which have been covered with case studies assessing
the plans of five countries. The selection of the case studies took into account criteria of geographical
balance and varying country size. Based on these criteria, a shortlist of possible candidates for case
studies as well as potential replacements in case of lack of data was created. For each of the shortlisted
Member States, a preliminary check was carried out to determine the stage of development of the
national RRP and to investigate, as much as possible, any information about the involvement of civil
society in the process of consultation and drafting of the plans, as well as intentions to involve civil
society in the implementation of the plans in the future. Based on the preliminary analysis and in
consultation with the EESC, the following countries were selected for more detailed case studies:
Bulgaria (BG), Finland (FI), Germany (DE), Poland (PL), and Spain (ES).
For each selected country, versions of the plans available in April-June 2021 were reviewed – most of
these were final versions of the documents submitted to the European Commission except for the
Bulgarian plan which at the time of drafting has still not been submitted to the Commission in its final
version. Each plan was screened according to a list of sustainability concepts based on EU policy
documents and key assessment criteria. It should be noted that the assessed versions of the national
RRPs are not the final versions which will be implemented in each country. During the drafting of this
study, the Commission was in the process of assessment of the plans submitted by Member States, only
the revised and approved versions will be adopted for implementation18.
Drawing from the sustainability concepts and principles covered in EU policy documents (see Chapter
2), a set of criteria was defined for the assessment of the recovery plans. The plans are in their nature
forward-looking strategic documents and as such, the analysis can only provide some ex-ante indication
of the coverage and the level of ambition/operationalisation in addressing the sustainability concepts,
principles and goals set out in relevant policy documents. Using the concepts as criteria, a set of analysis
questions was developed in order to guide the review and assessment of each of the RRPs. The set of
questions seeks to indicate to what extent the plans address the analysed concepts, principles and goals,
what level of detail they present regarding them and the extent of civil society’s involvement in their
development. The following analysis questions have been used:
Inclusion of environmental and social sustainability:
 Does the plan address the sustainability concept/principles or refer to related EU policy
documents within its framework of objectives?
 How will environmental and social sustainability be delivered during the implementation of the
plan? Does the plan make the concept/principle operational by indicating specific measures or
projects, sectors or targets for implementation and concrete indicators for monitoring? In what
way does the plan distinguish reforms and investments and how does it present milestones and
targets of these reforms and investments?
 For specific examples of objectives/measures/projects:
o What are these specific objectives/measures/projects?
o In which sector(s) does the plan envisage using the identified measures or projects?
18

See the EC website on the Recovery and Resilience Plans’ assessments.
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o Are any particular stakeholders targeted through these measures or projects?
o Are any specific targets or intermediary goals defined?
o Are relevant monitoring indicators for measuring the level of achievement defined?
To what extent is the plan designed to ensure a more sustainable pandemic recovery?

Involvement of civil society:
 How was civil society (including social partners) and other relevant stakeholders involved in
the design of the plan?
 What types of stakeholders were involved in the design of the plan?
 How were these stakeholders identified? How was a balanced representation of stakeholders
ensured (e.g. representatives of both workers and management, local communities)?
 Were any of the specific sustainability measures or projects (if any) inspired/suggested/designed
by civil society/local communities?
 What, if any, changes were made to the draft plan to address feedback by civil society and
stakeholders?
 In what way do the initiatives envisage the involvement of stakeholders, including civil society,
in the implementation and monitoring/evaluation phases?
The selected recovery plans have been assessed based on the criteria and analysis questions mentioned
above. The assessment has been carried out by national experts according to a common template (see
the analysis per Member State in Annex 1).
Information to complete the assessment template was gathered primarily through:
 Desk research: this is based on a review of the (draft) plans and the accompanying documents,
which are publicly available (e.g. on websites dedicated to the specific plans), position papers
published by stakeholders and analyses of the plans carried out by, for instance, the Green
Recovery Tracker19 or the EU Cash Awards20;
 Interviews with stakeholders: for each case study, the national experts have conducted 3-4
interviews with the relevant representatives of public administration bodies and CSOs involved
in devising the plans. Wherever possible, the interviews were conducted with the representatives
of 1) government, 2) employers, 3) employees (e.g. trade unions), 4) CSOs. The interviews have
focused both on the way the plans and the specific measures address the principles and concepts
of sustainability and on the aspect of civil society involvement. The interviews were semistructured, which allowed a set of interview questions to guide each interview while also
allowing flexibility to interviewers to probe further on specific issues or examples. Each
interviewer was provided with a recommendation letter from the EESC explaining the purpose
of the interviews and ensuring the privacy of the interviewees.
The remaining part of the report is organised as follows. Chapter 2 presents key concepts of sustainability in
its environmental and social dimensions. Chapter 3 presents the findings and conclusions based on the
analysis of the five selected case studies. Chapter 4 focuses on civil society involvement in the process of
preparation of the plans, and Chapter 5 presents conclusions and recommendations stemming from the
analysis of the selected plans. Annex 1 contains the descriptions of the five case studies.
19
20

https://www.greenrecoverytracker.org/
https://www.cashawards.eu/

10

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

2. Key concepts and principles of sustainability
To assess the extent to which the post-COVID recovery plans can deliver sustainable reconstruction, it
is necessary to have a clear and comprehensive set of concepts and principles referring to sustainability
in its economic, environmental and social dimensions. Sustainability is a broad concept that can
encompasses a wide range of goals and principles in each of the analysed dimensions. Drawing from
literature and document review, this section offers an overview of the key concepts and principles that
are covered in EU policies and are expected to guide the development of the recovery plans. This
overview does not aim to be exhaustive or academic; instead it presents the main environmental and
social goals considered in key EU policies that are should ideally be echoed in the recovery plans.
The principles of sustainability defined in 1987 by the World Commission on Environment and
Development refer to development that meets the needs of the present world population without
compromising the needs of future generations. In other words, this implies economic development that
strikes a balance between environmental, social and economic objectives21. In 2015, the United Nations
made the concept of sustainable development an overarching global objective for 2030 by establishing
seventeen SDGs22.
More recently, the 2020 EU ASGS23, which is part of the broader European Semester process (see the
following box for details), set out four dimensions for EU development in the coming years:
environmental sustainability, productivity, fairness and macroeconomic stability. This study considers
specifically environmental sustainability (including climate objectives) and social sustainability, which
can be associated with fairness. The mapping exercise that is subsequently used for the screening of the
selected RRPs is structured according to these two concepts; these are described in more detail below
and then summarised in a table (see Table 1).
Box 2: The European Semester

The European Semester was set up as a monitoring and coordination process for the EU economies on the basis
of an annual process that assesses each Member State against various performance indicators and provides
country specific recommendations (CSRs) for fiscal, macroeconomic and structural reforms to promote upward
convergence24. Since it was first established, sustainability considerations have been gradually integrated into
the Semester, culminating in the publication of the Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy (previously known as
the Annual Growth Survey) for the first time in 2019. This signalled the Commission’s intention to integrate
sustainability in the Semester framework in a systematic way and to formalise the integration of the SDGs in
the Semester-related reporting25. This was welcomed by the EESC, which has continuously highlighted the
importance of considering growth in terms of environmental and social sustainability as well as economic
dimensions26. Nevertheless, the process has been criticised for its centralised approach focused on national21
22
23
24
25

European Environment Agency website: Glossary.
United Nations, 2015, Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
European Commission, 2020, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020, COM(2019) 650 final.
European Commission website: The European Semester Explained.
European Commission website: European Semester: The Autumn Package explained, 17 December 2019.

26

EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020’, ECO/520; EESC, 2021, Opinion ‘Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy
2021’, ECO/537.
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level reforms that provides limited opportunities for the involvement of different stakeholders. With the linking
of the process to EU budget spending, especially for the plans for post-pandemic recovery, the participation of
civil society in the development of national plans is critical27.

2.1

Environmental sustainability

Environmental sustainability encompasses an environmentally-friendly approach to the design and
implementation of economic policy or more generally, protecting nature, the environment and the
climate in all economic activities. The overarching policy document that addresses environmental
sustainability in the EU is the European Green Deal28. Framed as ‘the new growth strategy’ for Europe,
this document outlines specific objectives and guides policy actions in different sectors. More
concretely, it sets out strategic objectives such as: climate neutrality by 2050; clean, affordable and
secure energy; a clean and circular economy; renovation and energy efficiency of buildings; sustainable
and smart mobility; a fair, healthy and environmentally friendly food production system; preserving and
restoring ecosystems and biodiversity; zero pollution and toxic-free environment. It also introduces a
‘green oath’: a commitment that all EU policies will contribute to sustainability or at least adhere to the
principle ‘do no harm’ to the environment.
Under the umbrella of the European Green Deal, actions in multiple policy areas are being undertaken
or are expected in the future to support its objectives. New policy initiatives include a 2030 Biodiversity
Strategy, a Zero Pollution Strategy and a new Circular Economy Action Plan. In addition,
comprehensive EU policies address the Union’s climate objectives and goals for decarbonisation of
sectors such as energy, buildings and transport. An objective for climate neutrality by 2050 has recently
been agreed29 and various actions are being undertaken in order to translate this overarching goal into
more ambitious emission reduction targets by 2030 and to revise accordingly the relevant sectoral
legislation.
To support these strategic objectives in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and its toll, the European
Commission proposed a temporary recovery instrument ‘Next Generation EU’, which will complement
the EU’s long-term budget with additional resources and aid the recovery of Member States through
specific measures over the 2021-2023 period. As noted earlier, this new instrument aims to ensure that
the recovery is guided by a common vision for ‘a more sustainable, resilient and fairer Europe for the
next generation’30 and puts the digital and green transition at its centre. The RRPs should direct at least
37% of expenditures towards the latter.
The part of Table 1 that is presented in the summary section below (section 2.3) concerning
environmental sustainability provides a mapping of the main concepts related to this notion that stem
from key EU documents and which might consequently be found in the recovery plans. The mapping is
27

EESC, 2021, Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works and what
does not?’
28
European Commission, 2019, European Green Deal, COM(2019) 640 final.
29

European Council, 2020, European Council meeting (10 and 11 December 2020) – Conclusions, EUCO 22/20.

30

European Commission, 2020, Europe’s moment: Repair and Prepare for the Next Generation, COM(2020) 456 final; European Commission,
2020, The EU budget powering the recovery plan for Europe, COM(2020) 442 final.
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based on identifying relevance rather than finding direct quotes in each of the documents, as the same
principles and concepts might have varying formulations in each document. Hence, the definitions aim
to showcase the different aspects and understanding of each principle based on the different policy
documents.

2.2

Social sustainability

The term ‘social sustainability’ has been defined in multiple ways, from general themes around human
wellbeing and equity to, in the EU context, the continuation and reinforcement of the social dimension
in EU policy. Social sustainability generally involves ideas of intergenerational fairness, equitable
access to resources and social services, fair distribution of income, security, fulfilment of basic needs
and social cohesion and inclusion31.
The European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) is the most relevant policy document for understanding
what social sustainability would mean operationally in the EU context. Declared in November 2017
under the Juncker Commission, it has been fully endorsed by the von der Leyen Commission. The EPSR
is mainly implemented through the soft law open method of coordination, due to social policy generally
being subject to the principle of subsidiarity.
Since its proclamation, it has led to various policy developments at EU level. These include the Directive
on Transparent and Predictable Working Conditions adopted in 2019, offering minimum rights for all
workers to transparent access to essential information about work such as working time, remuneration
and paid leave, including for those in non-standard forms of work such as platform work or zero-hours
contracts32. The Directive seeks to offer protection from abuse of precarious work contracts. The EPSR
also led to a 2019 Council Recommendation on access to social protection for workers and the selfemployed. A soft-law measure, it recommends that countries develop social protection schemes that
extend protection to those in non-standard forms of work, including self-employment33. According to
the Commission’s guidance to Member States on development of the RRPs, countries must explain how
the plans are coherent with and contribute to the EPSR34. In March 2021, the Commission published its
EPSR Action Plan for implementing the principles of the Social Pillar35. It includes actions that will be
taken during the current mandate and new headline targets for 2030 that should guide efforts towards a
sustainable impact on social Europe. These targets are: at least 78% of the population in employment
by 2030; 60% of adults to participate in training every year; 15 million less people at risk of poverty or
social exclusion.
Also important for the concept of social sustainability is the ASGS, the first step of the European
Semester process. As mentioned above, the 2020 edition introduced four dimensions for economic
31

McGuinn et al., 2020, ‘Social Sustainability: Concepts and Benchmarks’, study for the European Parliament.

32

Directive (EU) 2019/1152 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on transparent and predictable working conditions
in the European Union, OJ L 186, 11.7.2019, pp.105–121.
33
Council Recommendation of 8 November 2019 on access to social protection for workers and the self-employed, 2019/C 387/01, OJ C 387,
15.11.2019.
34
European Commission, 2020, Guidance to Member States Recovery and Resilience Plans, SWD(2020) 505 final.
35

European Commission, 2021, The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, COM(2021) 102 final.
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policy, amongst them ‘fairness’, which corresponds broadly to social sustainability. National RRPs are
expected to contribute to these four dimensions. It also announces the integration of the SDGs into the
Semester process, with a focus on economic and social SDGs36. Country Reports now feature an annex
with the country’s progress in a range of indicators linked to each SDG. The social scoreboard, a
mechanism introduced to Country Reports in 2018 to monitor Member States’ progress towards the
EPSR, now links indicators to SDGs. The Commission published a proposal for a revised social
scoreboard with its EPSR Action Plan in 202137.
It should also be noted that the European Green Deal contains an important social element, through the
concepts of a socially just transition, based on fairness and inclusivity, leaving no one behind. The Just
Transition Mechanism focuses on investments in carbon-dependent regions to promote social
sustainability in those areas that are likely to be most affected by the green transition.
COVID-19, as a cross-border challenge, has created a strong incentive for greater cooperation and
coordination between Member States in the social field. This has already been seen with the agreement
of the RRF, as well as coordinated procurement of health equipment and vaccines. The Youth Guarantee
Support Package extends the Youth Guarantee to people aged 15-29 and aims to ensure that it reaches
vulnerable groups such as those living in disadvantaged areas or who are from racial or ethnic minorities.
It is also orientated towards providing skills required for the green and digital transitions38. The ‘Support
to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency’ (SURE) programme offers financial assistance to
Member States attempting to preserve jobs and prevent unemployment in the wake of the pandemic. It
may be that the pandemic has created the conditions for greater cooperation on health and social issues
at EU level going into the future.
Concepts connected with social sustainability, in particular ‘fairness’, feature in the policy documents
surrounding the plans for Next Generation EU and the RRF39. Countries are expected to address the
dimension of ‘fairness’ in their national RRPs. Table 1, presented in the summary section below in its
part on social sustainability, explores some of the key concepts that are likely to be addressed in the
recovery plans. A connection between ‘fairness’ and distribution of resources is made by the EPSR
Action Plan, which encourages Member States to make use of distributional impact assessments when
planning reforms and investments. This tool can be used as part of budgeting and policy processes to
help Member States understand the effect that their actions will have on income levels of different
groups. The Commission plans to present guidance for ex-ante distributional impact assessments in
202240.

36
37

European Commission, 2020, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2020, COM(2019) 650 final.
European Commission, 2021, The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, COM(2021) 102 final.

38

Council of the European Union, 2020, Council Recommendation on A Bridge to Jobs - Reinforcing the Youth Guarantee and replacing
Council Recommendation of 22 April 2013 on establishing a Youth Guarantee, 11320/20.
39
European Commission, 2020, Europe’s moment: Repair and Prepare for the Next Generation, COM(2020) 456 final.
40

European Commission, 2021, The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan, COM(2021) 102 final.
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2.3

A summary of environmental and social sustainability concepts

Table 1 below presents a summary of the environmental and social sustainability concepts which have
been mapped for the purpose of this study, together with principal policy documents and legislation
which are relevant for each of them.
Table 1: Mapping of principles, concepts, definitions and policy documents
Principles & concepts

Short definition

Principal policy documents/legislation

Development which meets the needs of the
current population without compromising the
needs of future generations.

SDGs41
Europe Sustainable Development Report
202042
European
Green
Deal43
(general
objective)
EESC proposals for post-crisis recovery44
EESC paper towards a sustainable
Europe45
EESC opinion on sustainable Europe for
205046
EESC opinion on SDG indicators47

General/overarching
Sustainable development

Environmental sustainability
Decoupling/economic
Achieving economic growth without increasing
growth decoupled from resource use and the negative impacts on the
resource use
environment.
Climate neutrality

41

Achieving net zero emissions of greenhouse
gases (GHG). In practice, this will require a
range of mitigation actions and decarbonisation
of economic sectors as well as protection of
natural carbon sinks and deployment of new
technologies such as carbon capture and storage.

European Green Deal (general objective)
EESC
opinion
on
sustainable
consumption48
European Green Deal (1st specific
objective)
Long-Term Strategy49
Climate law50
Environment Action Programme 2030 (8th
EAP)51
SDG #13
Taxonomy Regulation52 (environmental
objective 9a)
EESC opinion on European Climate

European Commission website: Sustainable Development Goals: EU policies and actions.

42

SDSN and IEEP, 2020. The 2020 Europe Sustainable Development Report: Meeting the Sustainable Development Goals in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Sustainable Development Solutions Network and Institute for European Environmental Policy: Paris and Brussels.
Available also at: www.sdgindex.org.
43
European Commission, 2019, European Green Deal, COM(2019) 640 final.
44

EESC, 2020, Resolution ‘EESC proposals for post-COVID-19 crisis reconstruction and recovery’.

45

EESC, 2020, Reflection Paper ‘Towards a Sustainable Europe by 2030’ NAT/760.

46

EESC, 2017, Own-initiative Opinion ‘The transition towards a more sustainable European future – a strategy for 2050’ SC/47.

47

EESC, 2018, Own-initiative Opinion ‘Indicators better suited to evaluate the SDGs – the civil society contribution’ NAT/737.

48

EESC, 2020, Own-initiative Opinion ‘Towards an EU strategy on sustainable consumption’ NAT/789.

49

European Commission, 2018, A Clean Planet for all, A European strategic long-term vision for a prosperous, modern, competitive and
climate neutral economy, COM(2018) 733 final.
50
European Commission, 2020, Proposal for a Regulation […] establishing the framework for achieving climate neutrality and amending
Regulation (EU) 2018/1999 (European Climate Law), COM(2020) 80 final, 2020/0036 (COD).
51
European Commission, 2020, Proposal for a Decision […] on a General Union Environment Action Programme to 2030, COM(2020) 652
final, 2020/0300 (COD).
52
Regulation (EU) 2020/852 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 June 2020 on the establishment of a framework to facilitate
sustainable investment, and amending Regulation (EU) 2019/2088, OJ L 198, 22.6.2020.
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Principles & concepts

Short definition

Principal policy documents/legislation
Law53
EESC opinion on European Climate Pact54

Clean
energy
transition/decarbonisation

Actions related to the decarbonisation of the
energy sector i.e. reducing the reliance on fossil
fuels for energy generation and decreasing the
greenhouse gas emissions of the sector.
Examples include renewable energy, combined
heat and power generation or fuel switch in heat
and power generation. These actions concern
primarily the energy supply side.

European Green Deal (2nd specific
objective)
‘Clean energy for all Europeans’
legislative package55
SDG #7

Circular
economy/resourceefficient economy

Achieving a more efficient use of resources
where waste materials are recycled and reused as
much as possible in order to reduce the demand
for new resources and their extraction.

European Green Deal (3rd specific
objective)
8th EAP
A new Circular Economy Action Plan56
SDG #12
Taxonomy Regulation (environmental
objective 9c)
EESC opinion on the New Circular
Economy Action Plan57

An important part of climate change mitigation
efforts, actions that aim to improve the energy
efficiency of buildings i.e. to provide the same
indoor comfort while reducing their energy
consumption. Examples include insulation, energy
efficient appliances or LED lighting. These actions
concern mainly the energy demand side.

European Green Deal (4th specific
objective)
‘Clean energy for all Europeans’
legislative package
A Renovation Wave for Europe58
SDG #11

Sustainable
transport/mobility

Actions related to the decarbonisation of the
transport sector aimed at reducing its reliance on
fossil fuels and overall reducing its GHG
emissions. Examples include promotion of
public and shared transport, fuel switch and use
of biofuels, use of electric vehicles.

European Green Deal (5th specific
objective)
Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy59
SDG #11

Sustainable food system

Actions aimed specifically at making agriculture
and food production and the whole food supply
chain more environmentally friendly, reducing
pollution to air, water and soil, preserving
biodiversity, improving animal welfare and
achieving circular economy in the food system –
and making it more socially equitable, ensuring
fair prices and eliminating unfair trading
practices. Examples include shorter food supply
chains, organic farming, agro-ecology, agroforestry and precision agriculture.

European Green Deal (6th specific
objective)
Farm to Form Strategy60
EESC opinion on the Farm to Fork
Strategy61
SDG #2

Protection

Actions aimed at preserving, restoring and

European

Energy efficiency
building renovation

of

and

natural

53

EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘European Climate Law’ NAT/784.

54

EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘European Climate Pact’ NAT/785.

55
56
57

Green

Deal

(7th

specific

European Commission website: Clean energy for all Europeans package.
European Commission, 2020, A new Circular Economy Action Plan For a cleaner and more competitive Europe, COM(2020) 98 final.
EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘New Circular Economy Action Plan’, INT/895.

58

European Commission, 2020, A Renovation Wave for Europe - greening our buildings, creating jobs, improving lives, COM(2020) 662
final.
59
European Commission, 2020, Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy – putting European transport on track for the future, COM(2020)
789 final.
60
European Commission, 2020, A Farm to Fork Strategy for a fair, healthy and environmentally-friendly food system, COM(2020) 381 final.
61

EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘“From farm to fork”: a sustainable food strategy’ NAT/787.
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Principles & concepts

Short definition

Principal policy documents/legislation

capital and ecosystems

protecting biodiversity and ecosystems.
Examples include nature-based solutions, green
or blue infrastructure and ecosystem restoration.

objective)
Biodiversity Strategy for 203062
EESC opinion on the Biodiversity
Strategy63
SDG #11
Taxonomy Regulation (environmental
objective 9f)

Zero pollution

Actions related to limiting and addressing
releases of pollutants into the air, water and soil
resources and minimising the negative impacts
from such pollution.

European Green Deal (8th specific
objective)
Zero Pollution Action Plan (expected)
SDG #6, 14, 15
Taxonomy Regulation (environmental
objective 9c, e)

Green transition

Actions related to the above concepts that are
necessary for transitioning to a more
environmentally friendly and sustainable
economy and that implement the European
Green Deal. The concept is also linked to the
concept of just transition (see below).

Next Generation EU/Recovery plan64
EU long-term budget65
ASGS 202166
Guidance to Member States Recovery and
Resilience Plans67
EESC proposals for post-crisis recovery
EESC opinion on the sustainable economy
we need68

Do
no
(significant)
harm/green oath

All actions and policies must contribute to the
sustainability objectives or at least do not
undermine these objectives or cause ‘harm’ to
the environment and climate.

European Green Deal
Taxonomy Regulation (Article 3)
Technical guidance on the application in
the Recovery and Resilience Facility69

Promotion of equality of opportunities and
territorial cohesion. Reduction of inequalities,
fighting discrimination on all grounds. One of
the four dimensions of the EU development
policy as indicated in the European Semester
(ASGS).

SDGs
European Green Deal
ASGS 2021
Reflection Paper: towards a sustainable
Europe70
Next Generation EU/Recovery plan
EESC opinion on Leaving no one behind71
EESC opinion on Climate Justice72

This concept underlines the importance of ensuring
that social progress is inclusive for all, particularly
in the context of the transition to a greener
economy. It is often used in conjunction with the
just transition concept. It emphasises the need to
support vulnerable groups during the transition. It
also underscores the importance of ensuring
meaningful involvement and participation of civil

European Green Deal (just transition)
EESC opinion on Leaving no one behind

Social sustainability
Fairness

Leaving no-one behind

62

European Commission, 2020, EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, Bringing nature back into our lives, COM(2020) 380 final.

63

EESC, 2020, Opinion ‘2030 biodiversity strategy’ NAT/786.

64

European Commission, 2020, Europe’s moment: Repair and Prepare for the Next Generation, COM(2020) 456 final.

65
66
67
68

European Commission, 2020, The EU budget powering the recovery plan for Europe, COM(2020) 442 final.
European Commission, 2020, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021, COM(2020) 575 final.
European Commission, 2020, Guidance to Member States Recovery and Resilience Plans, SWD(2020) 505 final.
EESC, 2020, Own-initiative Opinion ‘The sustainable economy we need’ NAT/765.

69

European Commission, 2021, Technical guidance on the application of “do no significant harm” under the Recovery and Resilience Facility
Regulation, C(2021) 1054 final.
70
European Commission, 2019, Reflection Paper: towards a sustainable Europe, 30 January 2019.
71

EESC, 2020, Own-initiative Opinion ‘Leaving no one behind when implementing the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda’ SC/53.

72

EESC, 2017, Own-initiative Opinion ‘Climate Justice’ NAT/712.
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Principles & concepts

Short definition

Principal policy documents/legislation

society, including local communities, and reempowering as many people as possible to play a
positive and active role so that they can fully take
part in the transition.
Just transition

This concept is based on the principle that the
transition to a greener economy cannot succeed if it
is not fair and inclusive. Therefore, additional
support should be given to those that are most
vulnerable to the changes in the economy that will
be necessary to move towards climate neutrality.
The Just Transition Mechanism and Just Transition
Fund aim to address this.

European Green Deal
Just Transition Mechanism

Economy of wellbeing

A policy approach that puts people, their wellbeing
and the broader wellbeing of the environment at the
centre of policymaking by linking wellbeing and
sustainable, resilient economic growth. It aims to
create an environment of inclusion and equal
opportunities. The wellbeing economy should
protect ecosystems, conserve biodiversity and
deliver a just transition to a climate neutral way of
life across the EU and foster sustainable
entrepreneurship.

Council conclusions on the Economy of
Wellbeing73, 17 October 2019
EESC opinion on the sustainable economy
we need

Social resilience

Resilience has become widely-used in EU policy
documents; in the context of social resilience it refers
to the ability to resist and respond to shocks in a way
that is inclusive and fair, retaining social cohesion.

Guidance to Member States Recovery and
Resilience Plans74

Equal opportunities and
access to the labour
market

Policy areas include: education, training and
life-long learning; gender equality; equal
opportunities; active support to employment.

EPSR Chapter 1
EESC Opinion on Guidelines for the
employment policies of Member States75
EESC Opinion on Reinforcing the Youth
Guarantee76
EESC Opinion on Up-dated Skills
Agenda77

Fair working conditions

Policy areas include: secure and adaptable
employment; wages; information about
employment conditions and protection in case of
dismissals; social dialogue and involvement of
workers; work-life balance; healthy, safe and
well-adapted work environment and data
protection.

EPSR Chapter 2
EESC Opinion on Social dialogue as an
important pillar of economic sustainability
and the resilience of economies taking into
account the influence of lively public
debate in the Member States78
EESC Opinion on Adequate minimum
wages directive79

Social protection
inclusion

Policy areas include: childcare and support to
children; social protection; unemployment
benefits; minimum income; old age income and
pensions; health care; inclusion of people with
disabilities; long-term care; housing and assistance
for the homeless; access to essential services.

EPSR Chapter 3

73
74
75
76
77

and

Council of the European Union, 2019, The Economy of Wellbeing - Council Conclusions (24 October 2019), 13432/19.
European Commission, 2020, Guidance to Member States Recovery and Resilience Plans, SWD(2020) 505 final.
EESC, 2020, Guidelines for the employment policies of Member States, SOC/646.
EESC, 2020, Reinforcing the Youth Guarantee, SOC/647.
EESC, 2020, Updated Skills Agenda, SOC/637.

78

EESC, 2020, Social dialogue as an important pillar of economic sustainability and the resilience of economies taking into account the
influence of lively public debate in the Member States (Exploratory opinion at the request of the German presidency) SOC/644.
79
EESC, 2021, Adequate minimum wages directive, SOC/664.
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3.

Analysis of the selected COVID-19 recovery plans in the EU

This Chapter provides an analysis of the extent to which the selected COVID-19 recovery plans include
environmental and social sustainability principles. We start with an overview of the selected plans and
how they generally address the key concepts and principles linked to environmental and social
sustainability. Subsequently, we highlight some good practices and challenges/gaps related to the way
the plans address environmental sustainability (section 3.2) and social sustainability (section 3.3). A
more detailed assessment of each of the five plans is provided in Annex 1.
3.1

Overview of the selected plans

For each selected country, versions of the plans available in April-May 2021 were reviewed – most of
these were not final versions but were complete versions submitted to the Commission (see Table 2).
The plans use the maximum RRF budget available to each of the countries80 and make available
approximately EUR 126.9 billion in grants (EUR 139 billion in total) for the post-pandemic recovery.
Table 2: Overview of the recovery plans reviewed
MS

Recovery plan

Latest version

Submission

BG

National Recovery and Resilience Plan of
Bulgaria

16 April 2021

Delayed*

6 400 (grants)

FI

Finland's Sustainable Growth Programme

26 May 2021

26 May 2021

2 100 (grants)

DE

German Recovery and Resilience Plan

27 April 2021

27 April 2021

25 000 (grants)

PL

The National Plan of Reconstruction and
Increasing Resilience

30 April 2021

30 April 2021

23 900 (grants)

Spain can. Recovery,
resilience plan

13 April 2021

ES

transformation

and

Budget (EUR million)

12 100 (loans)
30 April 2021

69 500 (grants)

*As the Bulgarian RRP is not final, changes to its content are still possible. The assessment in this study is based on the
latest available version (from April 2021) and the findings should be treated as preliminary.

All of the five plans include references to environmental and social sustainability and cover relevant
concepts as summarised in the following table.
Table 3: References to sustainability concepts in the recovery plans reviewed
Principles & concepts

BG

FI

DE

PL

ES

Sustainable development











Environmental sustainability
Decoupling/economic growth decoupled from resource use

/

/

/

/



Climate neutrality











General/overarching

80

According to Annex IV of the RRF Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February
2021 establishing the Recovery and Resilience Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021).
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Principles & concepts

BG

FI

DE

PL

ES

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation











Circular economy/resource-efficient economy





/





Energy efficiency and building renovation











Sustainable transport/mobility











Sustainable food system



/

/





Protection of natural capital and ecosystems





/





Zero pollution

/

/

/





Green transition











Do no (significant) harm/green oath











Fairness











Leaving no-one behind











Just transition

/



/





Economy of wellbeing





/

/



Social resilience



/







Equal opportunities and access to the labour market











Fair working conditions

/



/





Social protection and inclusion











Social sustainability

Legend:  - more detailed reference linked to objectives, investments or reforms;  - general reference without specific
objectives, investments or reforms; / - no reference identified.

In particular, all five plans refer to concepts of environmental and social sustainability and reference
most of the sustainability principles identified in EU policies and documents both explicitly and, in some
cases, by including specific objectives, investments or reforms that can achieve these principles. The
following are referenced as part of concrete objectives, investments or reforms in all the plans:
 Environmental sustainability: clean energy transition/decarbonisation; energy efficiency, and
sustainable transport.
 Social sustainability: equal opportunities.
Other concepts are referenced more generally without links to specific measures while references to
some concepts, such as decoupling of economic growth from resource use or zero pollution, are not
identified in most plans. Generally, the references to environmental sustainability concepts are more
explicit or literal than for social sustainability concepts. This may be explained by the fact that social
sustainability covers a wide range of principles and the concepts covered in EU documents are rather
broad or sometimes overlapping. Nevertheless, the majority of the plans contain objectives and measures
that are relevant and closely linked to the social sustainability concepts covered.
Moreover, the RRPs need to be consistent with the country-specific recommendations (CSRs) and meet
the guidelines and requirements of the Commission on the RRF. In practice, this results in national
authorities having to prioritise and decide on a set of objectives and measures in the RRPs that best fulfil
all conditions. Hence, an absence of a reference to a sustainability concept in the recovery plans does
not mean that relevant measures are not pursued under other funding mechanisms such as the European
Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) or as part of national or sub-national budgets.
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3.2

Assessment of the plans from the point of view of environmental sustainability

All the five plans contain objectives and measures related to environmental sustainability and the green
transition as required under the RRF. In terms of overall contribution to the green transition and
fulfilment of the 37% objective required as a minimum share for climate mainstreaming, all the plans
self-report that this requirement has been fulfilled and even exceeded. Nevertheless, scrutiny by research
institutes under the Green Recovery Tracker initiative81 indicates that the actual ‘green’ shares of the
plans may be lower.
The methodology used by the Tracker considers the impacts of each measure on climate mitigation (i.e.
GHG emissions reductions) based on the EU taxonomy and the climate tracking methodology outlined
in Annex VI of the RRF Regulation and should in theory result in the same conclusions as the
Commission’s assessments. Differences in the results between the Member States’ or the Commission’s
assessments and the conclusions of the Tracker may be due to a different approach to labelling certain
‘controversial’ measures as positive or negative for climate neutrality. Such measures include
investments in natural gas infrastructure or nuclear power, automotive, aviation and shipping measures
or generalised consumption incentives such as VAT cuts82. Although the parallel assessment was
sometimes based on earlier drafts of the recovery plans than those reviewed in this assessment, the
difference in the estimations can be substantial as shown in the table below.
Table 4: Estimation of the share of green transition funding in the recovery plans
Plan

Self-estimation in the recovery plans

Green Recovery Tracker estimation

BG

40%

27%*

FI

51%

42%*

DE

40%

38%

PL

48%

18%*

ES

39%

31%

*The estimation is based on earlier versions of the recovery plans available in February-March 2021.

Another relevant horizontal requirement is the application of the ‘do no significant harm’ (DNSH)
principle, which applies to all planned measures; all five plans self-report that they have applied this
principle. The Finnish recovery plan even states that all investments will be scrutinised for meeting this
green oath. However, there are limited details in the plans concerning the methodologies and analyses
applied to assessing compliance with the DNSH principle.
The specific measures included in the five recovery plans vary and are usually linked to national
objectives, policies or plans. The most common areas targeted for investment are energy efficiency,
renewable energy sources (RES) or non-fossil fuel energy (e.g. hydrogen) and sustainable mobility. The
investments related to energy efficiency are quite similar across the five plans - primarily renovation
81
82

https://www.greenrecoverytracker.org/
https://www.greenrecoverytracker.org/methodology
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and insulation of buildings in order to improve their overall energy efficiency as well as replacement of
fossil-fuel based heating sources. Conversely, the measures related to sustainable mobility and
renewable energy vary. For example, all the five plans mention measures for supporting renewable
energy and developing projects linked to hydrogen but some plans devote particular attention to the
specific RES – for example Poland to wind, while Spain, Bulgaria and Finland include investments in
solar energy. Regarding sustainable mobility, four of the plans include measures for electro-mobility or
electrification of transport (FI, DE, PL, ES) and investments in railway transport (BG, FI, DE, PL).
The inclusion of other types of environmental sustainability measures differs across the plans. Circular
economy investments (e.g. transformation of industrial processes, circular economy demonstration
plants) are included in several plans or are part of their objectives (BG, FI, PL, ES); nature/biodiversity
protection is part of the objectives or investments in three plans (BG, PL, ES) and measures for
sustainable food systems are included in only one plan (ES).
Reactions of civil society to the draft plans indicate missed opportunities and potential obstacles to
achieving a ‘true’ green transition and sustainability transformation. For instance, some of the plans
have been criticised for omitting specific measures on biodiversity protection (FI, DE) or not including
sufficient measures in this area (ES). Some of the plans have been criticised for their focus on
infrastructure and technology-intensive measures and inclusion of projects that are linked to fossil fuels
and may lock in dependence on such fuels in the future (BG, DE) or a lack of a clear ban on support for
fossil-fuel based installations and vehicles (PL). In other cases (PL, ES), stakeholders have expressed
concern about whether the ambitions defined in the plans will be realised during the actual
implementation, as the investments are defined in rather vague terms. A related criticism is that in some
cases the indicators defined for environmental measures do not aim to measure the environmental impact
(e.g. GHG emission reductions) but the number of investments and beneficiaries or amount of
equipment.
In terms of good practices, stakeholders have expressed appreciation of the ambition of one of the plans
(ES) and welcomed inclusion of certain environmental measures in others (BG, PL). A selection of good
practice examples from the five case studies is presented in the following box.
Box 3: Good practice examples for environmental sustainability in the recovery plans

Bulgaria: One of the good practices is the measure for supporting renewable energy installations in households,
which was included in the recovery plan following feedback by multiple stakeholders. Under this measure,
single- and multi-dwelling buildings will receive support to install solar energy installations, with energy-poor
households receiving 100% coverage of their expenses and all other households 50% coverage. This measure
is widely viewed as a step in the right direction for the green transition and will be supported by a related reform
to define ‘energy poverty’ in the national law.
Finland: Good practices from an environmental sustainability perspective include the thorough integration of
long-term climate transformation and other environmental objectives in the recovery plan and the significantly
high allocation of budget to the green transition (well above the 37% minimum according to different
estimations as shown in Table 4). Climate change is essentially the top priority of the recovery plan, with
multiple aspects integrated into this sector. In addition, some of the relevant measures have concrete indicators
that aim to measure the climate impact, e.g. reduction of energy consumption.
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Germany: A good practice example is that the recovery plan does not directly support fossil fuel industries,
i.e. a general purchase premium for all new cars that was requested by the automotive industry was not included
in the plan. Furthermore, promoting public procurement of busses and subsidising railway transport with
alternative motors is seen as a good practice, because these forms of transport are seen as an important
alternative to individual (car) transport with regard to climate protection and sustainability.
Poland: One of the specific objectives of the recovery plan features development of renewable energy
installations managed by energy communities. Energy communities will include energy clusters, energy
cooperatives and other energy communities resulting from the implementation of the RED II Directive, as well
as groups of prosumers (collective and virtual prosumers) with particular emphasis on the role of local
government units (e.g. municipalities and associations thereof) forming local energy communities. In order to
support energy communities, the Polish legal act on renewable energy and its executive orders will be amended
to facilitate implementation of the model of energy prosumers and energy communities; furthermore, the plan
envisages that by 2026, 139 energy communities will receive pre-investment support and 10 will receive
investment support.
Spain: The recovery plan is well aligned with climate neutrality objectives. For instance, there is a direct link
between EU goals, the European Green Deal and the objectives and principles established in the National
Integrated Energy and Climate Plan. Moreover, the 2025 energy transition targets contained in its National
Energy and Climate Plan have been revised to the more ambitious 2023.
For sources and further details, see Annex 1.

3.3

Assessment of the plans from the point of view of social sustainability

All five plans contain objectives and measures linked to social sustainability; even the plans that do not
explicitly reference the concepts covered by this assessment contain measures that are relevant for social
sustainability. Direct references to the EPSR are made in three of the plans (DE, PL, ES), and measures
addressing areas of the Pillar have been identified in all plans. Most of them address objectives, reforms
and investments linked to social inclusion and participation, education and skills, health and equality.
All of the plans target health and education/training/skills development. Four of the plans (BG, DE, PL,
ES) include measures targeting social services and inclusion of vulnerable groups. Gender equality and
protection from any discrimination are mentioned as horizontal principles in three of the plans (BG, PL,
FI) and are linked to specific national strategies and measures in two of them (DE, ES). Three of the
plans emphasise territorial cohesion and include concrete projects for its achievement (BG, PL, ES).
The concept of just transition is concretely covered only in two of the plans (ES, PL) even though all
five countries have regions considered eligible for the Just Transition Fund, which aims to support
regions heavily dependent on mining and fossil fuel industries and at risk of being negatively affected
by the green transition. While the Just Transition Fund will specifically support those regions, the
recovery plans can be an additional opportunity to boost these efforts or even support other regions in
their green transition. The omission of just transition measures in the other three plans has been criticised
by civil society as a missed opportunity for supporting the labour force that may be negatively affected
by the transition. In some plans, the focus on education and skill development has been considered
insufficient by stakeholders as it can create missed opportunities for improving the employability of the
labour force, for example, by developing skills that are in demand (e.g. digital skills, skills needed for
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the green transition) (BG, FI). Other examples of stakeholder criticism include lack of or insufficient
support for social and welfare services, including their digitalisation, in two of the plans (DE, PL).
Nevertheless, in all Member States the recovery plans and their measures are seen as important for the
post-pandemic recovery, and stakeholders have welcomed the focus on health and social aspects.
Examples of good practices from the five case studies are presented in the following box.
Box 4: Good practice examples for social sustainability in the recovery plans

Bulgaria: One good practice is the project, based on the suggestion of one of the trade unions, for adult learning
and training of basic digital skills, aiming to increase workers’ efficiency, competitiveness and knowledge of
technological changes. This is expected to more broadly contribute to improving the general digital
competences in the country. Another good practice is the focus on territorial cohesion, which is included
horizontally in multiple components such as: transport connectivity and digital connectivity, aiming to improve
the infrastructure across all regions; sustainable agriculture which can contribute to reducing disparities between
rural and urban areas; health which includes a reform for addressing the geographical distribution of health
workers. In addition, equality/equal access of all societal groups to social services and public goods is an
underlying principle for the development of the recovery plan and its measures in all areas.
Finland: A good practice from a social sustainability perspective is the integration of social aspects in the
achievement of the green transition, through links with education, digitalisation, as well as research,
development and innovation (RDI). In addition, social and labour market issues are top priorities in the plan,
along with sectors such as health and education.
Germany: Some focus areas (especially ‘strengthening social participation’ and ‘strengthening a pandemicresilient health system’) are viewed as highly relevant to the implementation of the EPSR. Furthermore, an
independent assessment of the plan concluded that several of the focus areas are particularly related to
‘resilience’, ‘social rights’ (EPSR) and ‘cohesion’. In addition to the measures with clear social goals, other
measures aimed at investing in the automotive industry and in continuous vocational training of employees and
development of new training programmes have a strong contribution to a dynamic labour market and therefore
to the objectives of the EPSR.
Poland: While the RRP does not encompass specific investments related to just transition, it does indicate that
detailed actions concerning just transition will be implemented within the framework of the national and
regional plans of Just Transition. According to the National Energy Policy, by 2049 Poland will be gradually
abandoning the extraction of coal. Decarbonisation of the Polish economy will be carried out with maximum
possible limitation of negative socio-economic impacts related to a decrease of employment in the coal mining
sector and related sectors. Such negative impacts will affect several regions in Poland, in particular Silesia. In
May 2021, the Polish government signed a social pact with the representatives of Polish trade unions concerning
the transformation of the coal mining sector in the region of Silesia (the RRP refers to this process).
Spain: The recovery plan makes links to relevant national policies and outlines concrete measures for some of
the strategic long-term policy goals e.g. on gender equality, health. Another good practice is the explicit
emphasis on supporting less developed regions through its recovery measures in alignment with territorial
policies, aiming to create more jobs and develop new economic activities in these regions in relation to the Just
Transition Strategy.
For sources and further details, see Annex 1.
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3.4

Summary

All the assessed plans include measures relevant for environmental and social sustainability and have
the potential to contribute to a sustainable and resilient post-pandemic recovery. All the reviewed plans
make references to the sustainability concepts and principles in EU policies although in some cases these
references are more general and not linked to concrete investments or reforms. In terms of environmental
sustainability, all of the five plans will pursue decarbonisation objectives and include measures for
energy efficiency, renewable energy and sustainable mobility. The good practices identified relate to
concrete measures that aim to promote RES and empower consumers (e.g. BG, PL) as well as to strategic
integration between the RRPs and national climate and decarbonisation objectives (e.g. FI, ES). Some
key shortcomings of the plans are the potential overestimation of the self-reported contribution to the
green transition; limited details about the DNSH principle; a tendency towards indicators that cannot
capture the actual environmental impact of measures, and support planned for controversial measures
that may hinder the green transition with more limited support for nature protection measures.
All five plans also contain measures for social inclusion, social and health care as well as education
(often in the context of the digital transition goals), which is to be expected for pandemic response
instruments. Gender equality and non-discrimination are horizontal principles in all five plans and in
two of the plans gender equality measures are also linked to national strategic documents in the area.
Good practices include strong links with relevant national priorities and strategies (e.g. ES) as well as
the EPRS and EU priorities (e.g. DE); integration of social and decarbonisation goals (e.g. FI, PL), and
reference to territorial cohesion and social inclusion as horizontal aspects (e.g. BG and PL). Less support
was identified for just transition measures or broader approaches for re-skilling and up-skilling the
workforce in the context of future labour and skill needs linked to green and digital transitions.
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4.

Civil society and community involvement

Participatory policy-making and sustainability tend to go hand-in-hand – the concept of ‘environmental
democracy’ has its foundations in the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development of 1992, which
in its Principle 10 states that ‘Environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all
concerned citizens, at the relevant level’83. The adoption of the SDGs reinforced the idea that
participation by a broad spectrum of actors in international sustainable development diplomacy is
essential for effective solving of global problems84. Public participation is also highlighted as one of the
important steps in enhancing climate action under the Paris Agreement of 201585.
This section provides an analysis of civil society involvement in the process of the creation of the plans
as well as a forward-looking preliminary assessment of the participation of civil society in the
implementation of the plans. It also looks at bottom-up initiatives, to assess the potential of the recovery
plans to promote the implementation of projects and initiatives proposed by local communities and
CSOs. Examples of good practices and challenges/gaps based on the specific plans are highlighted
throughout the chapter.
4.1

Civil society involvement in the preparation of the plans

According to the Commission Guidance86, Member States are invited to indicate in what way CSOs and
other social partners have been consulted and involved in drafting the recovery plans and in their future
implementation. Article 18.4 (q) of the RRF Regulation87 states that the recovery plans should contain
a summary of the consultation process with local and regional authorities, social partners, CSOs and
other relevant stakeholders, and should explain how the input of the stakeholders is reflected in the
plans.
Consultations conducted by the EESC in 27 Member States on the involvement of organised civil society
in the national RRPs88 indicated that Member States have used various consultation mechanisms in the
process of drafting their recovery and resilience plans, including submission of proposals and position
papers, high-level meetings, public hearings, questionnaires, and round table discussions. Despite this,
it emerged that in some cases, national governments were reluctant to involve civil society in the process
of drafting the plans and did so only after being pressed or following appeals from the social partners.
This study takes a deeper look into the involvement of civil society in the process of the preparation of
the recovery plans for the five selected countries. The analysis draws primarily on the summaries of the
83

UN General Assembly, Report of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, Rio Declaration on Environment and
Development.
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See e.g. Fox, O. and Stoett, P., Citizen Participation in the UN Sustainable Development Consultation Process: Toward Global Democratic
Governance?, Global Governance 22(4), August 2016.
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United Nations, Paris Agreement, Art. 12.
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European Commission, 2020, Guidance to Member States Recovery and Resilience Plans, SWD(2020) 505 final.
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Regulation (EU) 2021/241 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 12 February 2021 establishing the Recovery and Resilience
Facility, OJ L 57, 18.2.2021.
88
EESC, 2021, Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works and what
does not?’
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social consultation processes available on the websites of the governmental institutions supervising the
drafting of the RRPs and on the interviews and feedback received from stakeholders approached in the
five selected Member States; therefore, it should not be seen as a systematic and exhaustive analysis of
this issue across the EU.
The analysis is divided into three main aspects: stakeholder consultations; involvement of civil society
in implementation of the plans, and incorporation of bottom-up initiatives. These are presented in the
following sections. The last section of this chapter (Error! Reference source not found.) provides a
summary of the involvement of civil society in the development and implementation of the recovery
plans across the five analysed countries.
It can also be noted that initially, one of the study objectives was to identify how the RRPs accommodate
bottom-up, community-driven initiatives, assuming that such efforts create greater trust in a sustainable
and inclusive recovery. After screening five RRPs and discussing the process with stakeholders, it has
become evident that the mechanism of preparation of the plans did not rely on the collection of concrete
community-driven initiatives for funding. Even in Spain, where the process was highly decentralised,
stakeholders proposed types of projects rather than concrete undertakings. CSOs and local community
representatives were invited to provide comments on draft plans, but not to put forward concrete
proposals of investments to be implemented.
4.2

Stakeholder consultations

All five Member States have consulted a wide range of stakeholders during the process of drafting of
the recovery plans, with differing approaches and results in terms of stakeholder impact on the actual
documents. In four of the five analysed countries (all except for Spain), the process of the creation of
the plans was centralised, run mostly by national government officials. In Spain by contrast, the whole
process of the creation of the plan was highly decentralised, with dialogue tables and many topic-related
debates including various partners (CSOs among them) organised at various administrative levels,
resulting in the selection of the specific types of measures to be funded. In Finland, while the plan
drafting process was also centralised, consultation sessions were held in each of the 19 regions, with
tailor-made discussion topics based on their relevance for the region in question.
Overall, stakeholders appreciated the opportunity to provide feedback on the preparation of the plans,
although some stakeholders were more satisfied with the extent of their participation than others. The
most negative comments regarding the social consultation process have been obtained from Germany,
where representatives of CSOs complained that they were not properly consulted during the
development of the plan – they were merely informed about the procedure in November 2020, and a
few weeks later they were presented with targets that had already been decided by the government.
Social partners in Bulgaria were pleased with the way their contribution was incorporated in later
versions of the plan following their initial comments. In Poland, green CSOs appreciated some of the
revisions that appeared after the consultations (see some examples in the Box below) but they were not
satisfied with other aspects of the plan, such as lack of a clear ban on support for fossil fuels. In Spain,
one of the interviewed CSOs managed to put forward some of their ideas while others were not as
successful – one CSO complained that their proposals did not have any impact on the plan. The Box
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below provides some examples of suggestions of CSOs which had actual impact on the final shape of
the plans.
Box 5: Examples of changes in the recovery plans as a result of stakeholder consultations

In Poland, a green CSO appreciated that the revised version of the Polish plan, in the part related to mobility,
increased its focus on supporting regional railways and cycling; furthermore, it welcomed the initiative of the
creation of a mechanism for support of the poorest social groups in their transition to more environmentallyfriendly energy sources within the Clean Air Programme. A declaration included in the final version of the plan
concerning the Monitoring Committee with participation of CSO representatives was very much appreciated as
well.
In Finland, one outcome of the participation of civil society was the rejection of distributing the funding at a
regional level, with the argument being that the aim is to identify the best projects in which to invest. In addition,
the initial plan drafted by the government was narrowed down in terms of types of projects and priorities, which
resulted in a more focused approach.
In Bulgaria a programme for adult learning covering digital skills was added as a result of recommendations
by trade unions, academia and CSOs. Investments in hydrogen infrastructure were also added following
recommendations by CSOs, industry, academia and research organisations. Furthermore, a sustainable mobility
component was added to the plan as a result of feedback from local authorities and industry.

A common critique related to the consultations with social partners was the limited timeframe for
providing comments – this was highlighted especially in Bulgaria, Poland and Germany. In Bulgaria, a
one-month public consultation on the first draft of the plan was organised in November 2020, which
was quite early in the process, thus comments could be provided only in relation to the preliminary draft.
The situation in Poland was slightly different – public consultations lasted five weeks and were relatively
late in the process, which did not allow much possibility for revision of the document, which was
submitted to the European Commission four weeks after the closure of the consultation process.
Stakeholders in Germany pointed out that they were involved in the process of the creation of the RRP
at a rather late stage, giving them limited opportunity for active involvement in shaping it.
A variety of consultation tools and techniques were used across the five countries. The pandemic
situation forced a greater use of online tools – many debates and information or discussion sessions were
organised on digital platforms, allowing participation of a wide range of stakeholders. In Poland, a series
of five public webinars (each devoted to one of the main components of the plan) was organised
following an initiative of CSOs, and was highly appreciated by both the government and the
participating stakeholders. Similar public hearings were organised in Bulgaria. Finland invited a range
of stakeholders, including civil society, to express their views on the RRP via email. In all the countries,
social organisations formulated numerous statements and opinions regarding the plans and commenting
on the versions available for providing their feedback.
In Poland, CSOs were represented in the official working groups which carried out assessment of the
proposed plan measures. However, according to one such representative, civil society representatives
were only invited to the working groups later in the process, once the work was already quite advanced,
reducing their role to that of an observer rather than active participant. This caused some CSOs to drop
out of the process. The most positive outcomes of stakeholder consultations were found in Spain; these
are highlighted in the Box below.
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Box 6: Stakeholder consultations of the RRP in Spain

In Spain, the RRP is said to be a “country project”, which requires the involvement of all economic and social
actors, all levels of government and all principal institutions of public administration. The Spanish government
has held meetings with all the Autonomous Communities and it has created Advisory Councils with respect to
all the main areas of action. It has also established a Social Dialogue Table with representation of trade unions
and businesses.
In order to facilitate this participation process, different consultation spaces have been set up in order to gather
the proposals and opinions of all the relevant stakeholders including: a) social organisations, b) Autonomous
Communities, c) local administrative units, d) parliamentary forces, e) institutions and organisations
representing each sector involved, f) the potential beneficiaries of the Plan, and g) the public as a whole.

4.3

Involvement of civil society in the implementation of the plans

Involvement of civil society in the implementation of the plans can be realised in two principal ways:
1) through participation of civil society representatives in monitoring committees or other similar
structures established to supervise the implementation of the plans and 2) through making CSOs and/or
individuals or their associations eligible for financial support for implementing the measures envisaged
within the plans. These two aspects have been investigated separately across the five analysed plans.
The aim of the monitoring committees is to check on the progress of the implementation of the planned
measures, paying attention to their alignment with the strategic principles and goals of the plans (e.g. by
participation in the formulation of the criteria for project selection, formulating opinions, contribution
to the implementation reports, participation in debates and formulation of recommendations). Neither
the RRF Regulation nor the Commission’s Guidance on Recovery and Resilience Plans specify
requirements regarding monitoring committees. Such requirements are specified for other EU
instruments, in particular for the ESIF, and have been implemented in all Member States in the
implementation of Operational Programmes guiding the spending from these funds89.
Representation of CSOs in the monitoring committees for the recovery plans would ensure a better
involvement of civil society in the implementation of the specific measures and investments, with a
better scrutiny of their alignment with the principles of environmental and social sustainability.
At the time of drafting, the details for the implementation process have not been finalised in any of the
selected countries; however in three of them (BG, PL and ES), some information about monitoring
structures was available. In Bulgaria, the implementation of the plan is likely to mirror that of the ESIF,
thus a monitoring committee will likely be set up with the involvement of stakeholders. In addition,
there is a possibility that a mechanism will be set up for the national Economic and Social Council to
perform annual assessments of the recovery plan’s implementation.
In Poland, a monitoring committee will also be created. The recovery plan indicates that the committee
will analyse situations which can have an impact on the smooth implementation of the plan and will
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See Common Provisions Regulation for the financing period 2021-2027.
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indicate issues which require further evaluation or revision. Furthermore, it will promote partnership
with all the relevant stakeholders during the implementation of the plan. The committee will consist of
the representatives of all the relevant ministries and supporting institutions as well as CSOs.
Stakeholders expect that the role of the committee will be similar to that of the EU Structural Funds,
where the actual impact of CSOs is rather limited –governmental representatives always have a majority
of votes in these structures, which means that all the decisions can be taken according to governmental
priorities.
In Spain, the government has created an inter-ministerial body for the implementation of the plan.
Stakeholders expect that they will be included in the implementation and monitoring of the plan but not
necessarily through participation in a dedicated body. It is possible that they will continue to be involved
through thematic dialogue tables, a mechanism which has already been successfully used during plan
preparation.
At this stage, in most of the assessed plans it is not clear if CSOs will be explicitly designated as funding
beneficiaries. According to a representative of a CSO interviewed in Bulgaria, availability of public
funding for CSOs in this country is scarce and it is unlikely that CSOs might be beneficiaries of the
planned measures. At the same time, the Bulgarian recovery plan contains measures that primarily target
businesses or public authorities with the aim of boosting the economic recovery from the pandemic
while fulfilling the CSRs. A slightly more positive opinion was expressed by a CSO in Poland –there
will probably be a possibility for CSOs to be supported within the framework of the planned measures,
in particular within the components of the plan which promote development of social economy
enterprises. By contrast, the Spanish plan indicates clearly that all types of stakeholders including nonprofit organisations will be eligible for funding.
4.4

A summary of civil society and community involvement

Table 5 below provides a summary of civil society and community involvement in the process of
drafting and in (forward-looking) implementation of the recovery plans in the analysed countries.
Overall it can be seen that civil society representatives have been involved in the process in all five
selected countries but in various forms and with varying impact on the final shape of the documents.
While all the analysed plans include provisions on future involvement of civil society in the
implementation phase, at the time of the drafting90 all the plans are quite vague about the form of this
engagement. Monitoring committees or some type of inter-institutional monitoring structures will be
created for all of the RRPs under assessment, but their exact form and engagement of social partners is
yet to be established.
Several of the interviewed stakeholders have compared their involvement in this process to the
procedures that are in use during the implementation of the ESIF. The latter provide a more formal
framework, where social partners have greater say in the design and implementation of the measures
planned within the operational programmes that guide spending. Obligatory ESIF monitoring
committees are legally required to involve representatives of CSOs, which is not the case for the RRP.

90
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Table 5: A summary of stakeholder consultation processes across the analysed countries
MS

Stakeholder
consultations
and
involvement of civil society in the
preparation of the plan
One-month public consultation of the first
draft in November 2020;
Five meetings with social partners;
A series of interactive online events;
Gathering position papers and comments.

Impact of the stakeholders on the
(final) shape of the plans

Involvement of civil society in the implementation
of the plans

Comments

Some of the comments have been
addressed but not all the
stakeholders find the changes in the
Plan sufficient.

A Monitoring Committee will be set up with the
involvement of different types of stakeholders.
It is unlikely that CSOs will be among the direct
beneficiaries of the investments supported from the
Plan.

Inviting stakeholders to express their views
on the Plan via email, throughout the drafting
period;
Tailor-made consultation sessions in each of
the 19 regions;
Three stakeholder events (Feb-April 2021).
Gathering position papers;
Consulting a range of stakeholders, asking
some targeted stakeholders to provide
position papers and voice their priorities;
Organisation of information sessions.

Public consultations strengthened
the
Plans’
environmental
sustainability and approach to
climate issues; giving up the idea of
regional funding and increasing the
focus on particular issues.
Position papers were taken into
account in the process of drafting
the Plan.

PL

Five-week public consultations (end of
February – beginning of April 2021);
Three online information sessions organised
by the government;
Five public online hearings;
Gathering position papers and comments.

ES

Highly decentralised process from the very
beginning, selection of measures based on
stakeholders’ inputs;
Advisory Councils for all the main areas;
Dialogue Table.

Some of the suggestions of the
stakeholders have clearly been
incorporated but others have not
been addressed; participation of
CSOs in the working groups in an
observatory role, without real
impact.
Impact varies by stakeholder, large
stakeholders seem to have had a
stronger impact.

Various sectors will have different monitoring groups
which will involve CSOs.
Monitoring, management, and evaluation of the
programmes will be carried out by various ministries,
with the Ministry of Finance responsible for
coordination.
As a minimum, social partners will be informed about
the progress of the implementation of the RRP twice a
year but the stakeholders expect that ideally, they will
be involved according to similar rules as in the
implementation of the ESIF.
CSOs will be among the beneficiaries, especially in
selected areas such as childcare and vocational
training.
A Monitoring Committee will be set up, it will include
CSO representatives.
CSOs are likely to be included among the future
beneficiaries.

The first draft included only the main
objectives and outline of the plan
without details about investments and
reforms or indicators and targets.
Online public events increased
participation.
Limited timeframe for stakeholders to
provide their opinions and subsequently
have them implemented.
No systematic plan to involve civil
society in the implementation of the
Plan.
Criticism expressed by stakeholders
who feel that they have not been
sufficiently involved – they were
informed quite late in the process and
the possibility of making substantial
changes was limited.

BG

FI

DE

Limited timeframe for providing
comments, the draft was consulted quite
late in the process without much
opportunity to make substantial
changes.

Stakeholders expect that they will be included in the
implementation and monitoring of the plan, probably
through participation in the thematic dialogue tables.
CSOs can be beneficiaries of the supported measures.
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5.

Conclusions and recommendations

In this section, we provide a set of conclusions and recommendations that can be drawn from the
assessment of the selected recovery plans as presented above.
5.1

Conclusions

Our assessment reveals that all the assessed plans include measures relevant for environmental and
social sustainability, but none of them fully covers all the sustainability concepts identified for the
assessment in this study. This may be explained by the fact that public authorities have limited budgets
that need to be distributed across multiple sectors, and the preparation of the recovery plans has required
some prioritisation of objectives and investment areas.
Another explanation may be the fact that the rules for receiving support from the RRF require certain
areas such as the green and digital transitions to receive a minimum share of the resources while reforms
and investments are aligned with the CSRs. It is likely that in order to meet the different requirements,
national authorities have prioritised certain measures over others (e.g. more capital-intensive ones that
help reach the minimum spending targets more easily). Furthermore, the recovery plans are only one
element of each country’s public spending and pandemic recovery measures; broader sustainability
investments will likely be supported by other funding sources, including the ESIF and the Just Transition
Fund. In this sense, funding from the RRF should be seen as a complementary resource to other EU and
national funding that may target sustainability more explicitly.
Moreover, the RRF is a temporary instrument; the planned investments and reforms need to be
undertaken in the short-term and might not necessarily be explicitly linked to longer term EU or national
policy goals. While a longer-term strategic vision can be beneficial for aligning the recovery plan with
broader objectives and ensuring they contribute to those, the purpose of the RRP is to support the
immediate recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic and might not always be the best instrument for
long-term strategic planning.
More specific conclusions have been formulated below for each of the three main dimensions addressed
by the study: environmental sustainability, social sustainability and the involvement of civil society in
the process of the preparation and implementation of the recovery plans.
Environmental sustainability and climate action
All the reviewed plans contain numerous objectives and measures related to environmental sustainability
and the green transition as required under the RRF, with a particular focus on decarbonisation measures
(energy efficiency, renewable energy, sustainable mobility). Nevertheless, nature protection and
biodiversity measures are less widespread across the reviewed plans and tend to have relatively smaller
budget allocations. This may be explained by the need to ensure a minimum share of spending on the
green transition, which might have led some Member States to prioritise other types of measures that
are more capital-intensive.
Even though all the assessed plans self-report that the minimum spending on the green transition is
ensured, a review by civil society has indicated that this may not be the case in reality. Parallel estimation
of the shares based on a more detailed scrutiny of the extent to which certain investments can potentially
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be supported (e.g. fossil fuel-dependent infrastructure or technology) shows that some of the plans may
not even meet the 37% threshold. In addition, the indicators defined for the planned measures tend to
measure output (e.g. number of projects, equipment) rather than impacts. The actual impact of the
investments and the degree to which they can deliver a real green transformation will depend on the
implementation. Further scrutiny will be required to monitor and assess the actual impacts of the
investments on environmental and climate goals.
Social sustainability
All the five plans contain objectives and measures linked to social sustainability, although not all of
them directly refer to the EPSR. The majority of the measures focus on health and social services, social
inclusion and education/training; in some plans, stakeholders would have liked a stronger focus on skill
development and social services.
Furthermore, in some plans just transition is not addressed. Even though it will be the specific objective
of another EU instrument – the Just Transition Fund – the significant focus that the recovery plans need
to have regarding green transition makes the inclusion of just transition measures an obvious choice. It
is possible that in some cases, relevant measures might be covered by objectives linked to education and
vocational training, but it will be important that the impact of all green transition measures on the labour
force and communities (in a broader sense and not limited only to those in coal regions and fossil-fuel
extraction sectors) is examined and the potential for negative effects duly addressed. In addition, the
application of horizontal principles such as gender equality will need to be scrutinised during the
implementation of plans, especially in the cases where this is considered only as a general principle and
is not linked to particular reforms or investments.
Civil society involvement in the process of designing and implementation of the recovery plans
Our assessment shows that civil society representatives have been involved during the preparation of
the recovery plans in all the analysed countries. The methods and channels used during this process
differed and so did the impact of the stakeholders on the final shape of the documents. Online debates
and hearings have become a wide-spread tool, which increases the range of stakeholder participation.
Many stakeholders criticised the limited timeframe they were given to provide comments during the
RRP process. Some governmental representatives pointed out that this was necessitated by the overall
short time available for preparation of the RRPs. According to some of the stakeholders, the timing of
stakeholder consultations has not always been optimal – they happened either too early or too late in the
process. Representatives of some of the CSOs also stated that feedback opportunities were more passive
than expected, and that the feedback provided has not always been reflected in the final versions of the
RRPs.
While all the analysed plans include provisions on future involvement of civil society in the
implementation phase, at the time of drafting91 all the plans are quite vague about the form of this
engagement. Monitoring committees or some type of inter-institutional monitoring structures will be
created for all of the RRPs under assessment, but their exact form and engagement of social partners is
yet to be established.

91

June 2021
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5.2

Recommendations

The following recommendations have been developed based on the analysis of five RRPs to both support
the implementation of the plans and inform future strategic planning processes. Recommendations cover
ways to address sustainability objectives as well as foster more inclusive planning processes and
outcomes.
Recommendations regarding addressing environmental and social sustainability:
 While all RRPs have the potential to contribute to environmental and social sustainability, it
will be critical to assess to what extent this is delivered during their implementation. One way
to ensure this is to define more robust indicators for measuring impacts and extension of the
monitoring and assessment processes to capture impacts in addition to outputs.
 The national RRPs should be clearly aligned with the Agenda 2030 and its Sustainable
Development Goals, with indication to what extent the implementation of the plans contributes
to each of the SDGs.In the context of the green transition, it will be important to ensure that
none of the investments jeopardises the achievement of long-term objectives for climate
neutrality and environmental protection. Therefore, the ‘do no significant harm’ principle as
well as existing and legally binding environmental safeguards (such as EIAs or SEAs) must be
duly applied to all recovery measures.
 As the RRPs are only one instrument for public policy and a relatively short-term one, Member
States need to ensure complementarity and synergies between the immediate recovery measures
of the RRPs and the objectives of other policies, such as trade, environment, mobility or energy
policy, and other funding instruments. Cross-sectoral and international coherence of policies
and agendas will result in important synergies and efficiency gains.
Recommendations regarding civil society involvement:
 Some sort of multi-stakeholder approach to monitoring should be developed for RRPs, despite
the lack of a specific requirement in the regulation. Participatory monitoring committees can
ensure the ongoing input of different stakeholder perspectives into plan implementation,
providing an additional step towards ensuring that ambitious objectives are pursued effectively
in practice.
 Civil society can play a vital role in the scrutiny of the plans’ implementation to ensure that they
can deliver on their potential to provide a sustainable post-pandemic delivery and that they
contribute to rather than jeopardise the achievement of long-term climate, environmental and
social goals.
 More concrete requirements, recommendations, guidelines or conditionalities (similar to the
rules applicable to the ESIF) could be developed at EU level regarding the timeline and methods
of involvement of civil society in the process of implementation of the RRPs.
 There is value for Member States in creating genuine consultation processes that involve key
stakeholders in all phases of plan development, allowing them to contribute to objectives and
guiding principles behind a plan as well as its concrete measures and expected outcomes. This
enhances transparency and social acceptability of strategies.
 For future similar initiatives, more concrete requirements, recommendations, guidelines or
conditionalities could be developed at EU level regarding the timeline and the methods of
involvement of stakeholders including CSOs and local communities, both during the process of
the design of plans and strategies and in their implementation at Member State level.
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Annex 1: Case studies
Bulgaria
General information about the plan
Member State

Bulgaria

Name and date of the plan

National Recovery and Resilience Plan of the Republic of Bulgaria
(План за възстановяване и устойчивост на Република
България)
Versions92: latest v1.2 from 16/04/21; v1.1 from 08/02/21; v1.0
from 30/10/20 (published for consultation)

Time horizon

The plan is based on the National Development Programme:
Bulgaria 2030, and the long-term horizon of the measures is 2030

Link to the plan

https://www.nextgeneration.bg/14

Stakeholders who provided
feedback

National authority: Ministry of Economy (interview 17/05/21) and
administration of the Council of Ministers (interview 10/06/21)
NGO/CSO: Za Zemiata (Friends of the Earth Bulgaria) (interview
21/05/21)
Social partners: Economic and Social Council (ESC)93 (written
feedback received 03/06/21)
Social partners – employees: Confederation of Independent Trade
Unions of Bulgaria (CITUB) (written feedback received 06/06/21)
Social partners – employers: Bulgarian Industrial Capital
Association (BICA) (written feedback received 10/06/21)

The National Recovery and Resilience Plan of Bulgaria (NRRPB) was introduced in October 2020 as a
first draft, outlining its objectives and general structure. The NRRPB was then revised in February and
April 2021 to provide additional information about reforms and investments, indicators and timelines
for each as well as horizontal issues such as gender equality and complementarity with other funding.
The NRRPB is structured around four pillars with three components each and covers 49 investments
and 36 reforms in total. The total budget of the NRRPB is EUR 6.5 billion with most of the resources
planned for the pillar ‘Green Bulgaria’ and the least amount allocated to the pillar ‘Fair Bulgaria’.

92

The case study is based on the latest version (v1.2) that is publicly available. By the time of finalising the case study (21/06/21) no further
versions have been published. However, work on the plan is ongoing and changes in the final versions are still possible, so this assessment
should be considered as preliminary.
93
The ESC represents social partners and civil society and is the equivalent of the EESC at the national level.
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Table 6: Budget allocation in the Bulgarian recovery plan

Component

Budget (EUR million)

Pillar: Innovative Bulgaria (26% of total)

1 675

1 Education and skills

816

2 Research and innovation

186

3 Smart industry

673

Pillar: Green Bulgaria (36% of total)

2 296

4 Low-carbon economy

1 834

5 Biodiversity

17

6 Sustainable agriculture

446

Pillar: Connected Bulgaria (22% of total)

1 413

7 Digital connectivity

350

8 Transport connectivity

669

9 Local development

394

Pillar: Fair Bulgaria (17% of total)

1 067

10 Business environment

238

11 Social inclusion

483

12 Health

346

Total

6 451

Overall, the NRRPB addresses environmental and social sustainability and makes references to specific
concepts as presented in the following table and the detailed assessment in the next sections.
Furthermore, the NRRPB provides an analysis for the measures under each component regarding their
contribution to the green and digital transitions, consistency with the Taxonomy Regulation and the ‘do
no significant harm’ principle. Table 7 summarises the way in which the principles of environmental
and social sustainability have been addressed by the Bulgarian recovery plan.
Table 7: Overview of sustainability concepts covered in the Bulgarian recovery plan

Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan

Environmental sustainability
Sustainable development

Yes only generally throughout the plan.

Decoupling/economic growth decoupled from resource use

No.

Climate neutrality

Yes only generally in the context.

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation/low-carbon
transition

Yes under ‘low-carbon economy’.
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Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan

Circular economy/resource-efficient economy

Yes under ‘smart industry’.

Energy efficiency and building renovation

Yes under ‘low-carbon economy’.

Sustainable transport/mobility

Yes under ‘transport connectivity’.

Sustainable food system

Yes only generally under ‘sustainable
agriculture’.

Protection of natural capital and ecosystems

Yes under ‘biodiversity’.

Zero pollution

No.

Green transition

Yes throughout and for each component.

Do no (significant) harm/green oath

Yes throughout and for each component.

Social sustainability
Fairness

Yes under ‘social inclusion’.

Leaving no-one behind

Not explicitly but measures under ‘social
inclusion’ are relevant.

Just transition

No.

Economy of wellbeing

Not explicitly but measures under ‘social
inclusion’ are relevant.

Social resilience

Yes only generally in the context.

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market

Yes under ‘education’ and ‘gender equality’
sections.

Fair working conditions

No (employment is generally covered but
without specific details on working conditions).

Social protection and inclusion

Yes under ‘social inclusion’ and ‘health’.

The first version of the plan was presented for a one-month public consultation in the period OctoberNovember 2020. Some of the general criticisms expressed by stakeholders during the public consultation
concern94: the lack of details on concrete investments, indicators or timelines; a lack of coherence with
other national strategies or funding programmes; a lack of detailed analysis of the impact of the COVID19 pandemic on specific sectors or social groups; concentration of the planned resources in public
administrations or companies, and insufficient transparency on the development of the plan. Many of
these criticisms were addressed, as the later versions and accompanying documents provide information
about the planned investments, their indicators and timelines, as well as complementarity with other EU
funding. Further details on the participation of civil society in the preparation of the plan are provided
in the next section.

94

The examples are based on a review of 10 position papers submitted as part of the public consultation. The sample was randomly selected
from the 46 positions published on the consultation website and covers positions by: Bulgarian Industrial Capital Association; Za Zemiata;
Brown to Green; Energy Efficiency Alliance; Energy Management Institute; Green Restart Coalition; National Trust Ecofund; Position from
eleven CSOs; Position from five CSOs; ‘Za da ostane priroda’ Coalition. All available at: NRRPB public consultation.
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As of June 2021, the Bulgarian recovery plan has not been officially submitted to the European
Commission and it is unclear when that will take place. Nevertheless, the draft has been shared for
informal reviews, and changes are expected in the final version of the NRRPB. The plan has not been
subjected to a SEA but it is possible that this will take place for its final version.
Inclusion of environmental sustainability
The introduction of the plan makes general references to concepts such as ‘sustainable development’,
‘climate neutrality’ and the EU objectives in this context. References to circular economy are made in
the sections explaining the links with other funding programmes such as the Cohesion Policy funds. The
NRRPB refers to the European Green Deal and the SDGs when explaining the rationale for various
objectives. For each component, a short analysis is provided concerning the consistency of the planned
measures with the Taxonomy Regulation and the ‘do no significant harm’ principle.
Environmental sustainability is primarily covered through low-carbon economy/decarbonisation,
biodiversity/nature protection, sustainable agriculture and sustainable transport as follows:
 Under pillar ‘Innovative Bulgaria’ component:
o Smart industry – the objective of this component is to support the dual transition of the
industry, including through ‘economic transformation’ based on circular economy and
resource efficiency.
 Under pillar ‘Green Bulgaria’ all components:
o Low-carbon economy – the objective of this component is to decrease the carbon
footprint and energy intensity of the economy and to contribute to the green transition
through increasing the energy efficiency of buildings, promoting energy generation
from renewable sources and developing hydrogen projects;
o Biodiversity – the objective of the component is to protect natural habitats and species
and contribute to halting the loss of biodiversity, through ensuring effective
management of the National Ecological Network;
o Sustainable agriculture – the objective of this component is to increase sustainable
management and use of water and the competitiveness of the agricultural sector through
improvements in the irrigation infrastructure, enhancing the resilience to climate change
and preserving environmental characteristics.
 Under pillar ‘Connected Bulgaria’ component:
o Transport connectivity - the key objective is to reduce the carbon footprint of the
transport sector through the modernisation and digitalisation of the railway segment.
The NRRPB outlines reforms and investments planned under each component of each pillar. Links to
country-specific recommendations are also provided together with milestones, timetables and costs. The
planned objectives and measures address relevant concepts and have the potential to ensure
environmentally sustainable pandemic recovery. The component with the largest budget is ‘low-carbon
economy’ and one of the areas with the largest investments planned is energy efficiency. Nevertheless,
multiple stakeholders95 pointed out that relevant components rely primarily on investments in
infrastructure (e.g. one of the investments under the component ‘smart industry’ concerns support for

95

Position papers submitted as part of the public consultation by: Bulgarian Industrial Capital Association; Za Zemiata; Green Restart
Coalition; ‘Za da ostane priroda’ Coalition. All available at: NRRPB public consultation.
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the development of industrial parks, while the component ‘low-carbon economy’ focuses substantial
resources on renovation of the building stock). Furthermore, the plan was criticised for not including
measures on active consumers or prosumers, on renewable energy or hydrogen and for the lack of
definition of ‘energy poverty’ as a pre-condition for the effectiveness of some of the renovation
measures. In the April 2021 version of the plan, some of these criticisms are addressed as investments
on renewable energy for households and hydrogen are included under the low-carbon economy
component together with a reform for defining ‘energy poverty’ in the legislation. The ESC has also
called for raising the budget of certain measures: the three funds for economic transformation and the
measures for generation and storage of renewable energy by households and businesses for their own
consumption96.
According to the self-reporting in the plan, the share of green transition investments represents 40.2%
of the total budget. However, the assessment by the initiative ‘Green Recovery Tracker’ based on the
second version of the NRRPB (from February 2021) finds that the green spending share is only 27%
and well below the 37% EU target. Moreover, 3% of the planned investments might have a negative
impact on the green transition, while for 21% the impact is unclear and future scrutiny will be required97.
One of the measures considered bad practice and a potential obstacle to the green transition is the support
for natural gas pipelines for future hydrogen transport in coal regions. Stakeholders point out that there
is great uncertainty about when hydrogen might be available and for how long the pipelines will
effectively only transport natural gas, and they highlight that this creates a risk of locking in fossil fuel
infrastructure in the long term while spending public resources on fossil fuels98. Furthermore, some
measures include missed opportunities for contributing even further to the green transition (e.g. the
measure on energy efficiency of the building stock could include requirements for using
environmentally friendly materials) while some investments may pose risks to other measures (e.g.
investments in irrigation infrastructure may pose risks to biodiversity and compromise the measure on
protecting Natura 2000 sites)99. As the recovery plan is still a work in progress, the final version may
include further decarbonisation measures such as the development of capacities to substitute coal power
plants100.
One of the good practices is the measure for supporting renewable energy installations in households,
which was included in the NRRPB following feedback by multiple stakeholders. Under this measure,
single- and multi-dwelling buildings will receive support to install solar energy installations, with
energy-poor households receiving 100% coverage of their expenses and all other households 50%
coverage. Although this measure can be complemented through legal definitions or clarity about the role
of active consumers or prosumers, the measure is widely viewed as a step in the right direction for the
green transition101. Overall, all measures have the potential to contribute to a sustainable pandemic

96
97
98
99

Written feedback received by ESC.
Green Recovery Tracker - Bulgaria
Interview with an environmental NGO, positions by Za Zemiata (Za Zemiata Resources) and Green Recovery Tracker - Bulgaria.
Interview with an environmental NGO.

100

Interview with national authority.

101

Interview with an environmental NGO, EU Cash Awards - A ray of sunlight for Bulgarian households and Green Recovery Tracker Bulgaria.
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recovery, but the exact extent and effectiveness of each measure will become clear only during the
implementation of the NRRPB102.
Table 8 below provides some examples of investments that are relevant for environmental sustainability.
These are non-exhaustive examples, as proposed investments evolve in the different drafts of the plan
and some are not directly linked to environmental sustainability even though they may contribute to it
(e.g. measures for digitalisation of railway transport, digitalisation of the processes from farm to fork or
improvement of wastewater treatment in relation to existing environmental legislation).

102

Written feedback reviewed by BICA.
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Table 8: Selected examples of investments relevant for environmental sustainability in the Bulgarian recovery plan

Investment

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators

Smart industry:
Programme for economic
transformation

The programme will provide support to SMEs under
three funds: 1) technological modernisation, green
transition 2) decarbonisation, circular and low-carbon
economy) and 3) digitalisation.

Circular economy

Industry/SMEs

Capacity of installed storage
equipment

Low-carbon economy:
Energy efficiency of the
building stock

Energy efficiency measures in multi-dwelling and onedwelling buildings with energy efficiency E or lower,
with the goal of reaching energy efficiency level B.
Energy efficiency measures in public and
industrial/commercial buildings with the goal of
achieving 30% saving of primary energy in each
building.

Energy efficiency

Residential buildings

Unfolded built-up area

Decarbonisation/lowcarbon economy

Public buildings

Number of renovated
buildings

Low-carbon economy:
Programme to finance
single renewable energy
measures in onedwelling buildings and
multi-dwelling buildings
that are not connected to
heat and gas
transmission networks

Financing for two types of measures: solar-power
systems for heating and photovoltaic installations, in
order to increase the uptake of renewable energy in the
residential sector.

Renewable energy

Households

Decarbonisation/lowcarbon economy

Residential buildings

Biodiversity: Integration
of the ecosystem
approach and
implementation of
nature-based solutions in
the protection of Natura
2000 protected areas

Development of measures in protected areas,
assessment of the ecosystem services, demonstration of
nature-based solutions and community involvement.

Protection of natural
capital and
ecosystems

Protected areas

Decarbonisation/lowcarbon economy

Number of supported SMEs

Industrial/production,
trade and service
buildings

Amount of the financial
support
Number of supported
households

Ecosystem services databases
Protected areas with specific
measures
Area (ha) of restored
ecosystems
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Investment

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators

Transport connectivity:
Providing sustainable
transport connectivity by
purchasing energyefficient and comfortable
railway rolling stock

Purchase of 20 new trains for medium- and longdistance to improve the competitiveness of railway
transport and stimulate passengers to switch to railway
travel.

Sustainable mobility

Railway transport

Number of passengers
transported

Transport connectivity:
Support for sustainable
urban mobility

Measures to integrate low- and zero-emission vehicles
for public transport, development of charging stations
and infrastructure for pedestrians and cyclists.

Sustainable mobility

Number of travel hours

Urban mobility
Municipalities

Number of low- or zeroemission vehicles
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Inclusion of social sustainability
The NRRPB does not make reference to specific EU policies or the exact concepts of social
sustainability that they contain. Nevertheless, many relevant aspects are captured in the general
objectives of the plan or its particular components. The description of the rationale and overarching
objectives of the NRRPB mention that many of the measures aim to ultimately increase employment
and improve social resilience and capacity to respond to shocks. Furthermore, a dedicated section on
gender equality summarises the main issues in the area and states that the projects included in the plan
will promote equality opportunities by ensuring gender equality and preventing discrimination. Relevant
aspects regarding gender, age, disability or ethnicity will be captured by the monitoring, however,
further details about measures for equal opportunities or gender equality are not provided at this stage.
Social sustainability is primarily covered through actions for social inclusion and the provision of social
services, education and territorial cohesion as follows:
 Under pillar ‘Innovative Bulgaria’ component:
o Education and skills – the aim of this component is to improve the quality and coverage of
education and training and to improve the digital skills of the workforce through active
labour market policies on improving the qualifications and skills of the workforce.
 Under pillar ‘Connected Bulgaria’ component:
o Local development – the purpose of this component is to improve regional
competitiveness and development through improvements in infrastructure, water
management and fulfilment of EU environmental obligations (i.e. under the Urban
Waste Water Treatment Directive). One of the reforms planned is to allow direct
participation of local communities in the management of EU funds and projects based
on the principle of Integrated Territorial Investments and the establishment of Regional
Development Councils.
 Under pillar ‘Fair Bulgaria’ components:
o Social inclusion – the goal of this component is to encourage the social inclusion of vulnerable
groups (people with disabilities, elderly people and children, persons and families in a
disadvantaged situation, etc.) and improve the quality and scope of social services;
o Health – the goal of the component is to increase the resilience of the health system to
shocks while increasing the population’s access to quality and timely health care.
Specific reforms and investments with relevant milestones and timelines are planned under each
component with explanations on how they address country-specific recommendations or reform needs.
Generally, social sustainability will be addressed through measures on labour market, digital skills and
deinstitutionalisation. In some areas, such as education and health, many of the planned reforms and
investments concern improvements to the systems or infrastructure for the provision of services.
The social partners have welcomed the NRRPB’s measures related to education, health and social
inclusion. However, some social partners have questioned the relevance of the component ‘business
environment’ under the pillar ‘Fair Bulgaria’ especially as it focuses resources on e-government
measures and judicial system reforms rather than any measures aimed at businesses or the labour
force103. Another criticism is the insufficient focus on the labour force and the demographic crisis’ impacts
103

Position papers published by the Economic and Social Council (ESC Positions), Bulgarian Industrial Capital Association (BICA Positions
and Analyses), Bulgarian Industrial Association (BIA, Concerning the draft Recovery and Resilience Plan).
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on it and ensuring quality employment more broadly104. A criticism raised by one of the trade unions is
the lack of measures for addressing inequalities and fair distribution and converging social indicators with
the EU averages. The links between the NRRPB measures and the European Pillar of Social Rights are
also not clear, and the resources made available for developing the basic digital skills of the labour force
are considered insufficient for reaching even 30% of the labour force and should be raised105.
While measures on social care are necessary, the social partners point to the need for further addressing
the training and qualification of the labour force. A missed opportunity is identified with regard to the
absence of measures on the development of labour skills necessary for the green transition and new
economic activities such as circular economy106. Furthermore, trade unions have flagged the absence of
measures related to just transition, particularly of coal regions and fossil fuel and chemical sectors. While
the inclusion of low-carbon measures is welcomed, the absence of measures for structured and long-term
planning on the requalification and inclusion of the labour force that may be negatively affected is an
important gap. The lack of synergies between the NRRPB and the Just Transition Fund is seen as a missed
opportunity107. Nevertheless, as this is still a working version the final recovery plan may include further
measures on the labour market reform, lifelong learning, minimum income and just transition108.
One good practice is the project, based on the suggestion of one of the trade unions, for adult learning
and training of basic digital skills aiming to increase workers’ efficiency, competitiveness and
knowledge of technological changes. This is expected to more broadly contribute to improving the
general digital competences in the country109. Other good practices identified by the ESC include the
focus on territorial cohesion and equality. Cohesion is included horizontally in multiple components
such as: transport connectivity and digital connectivity which aim to improve the infrastructure across
all regions; sustainable agriculture which can contribute to reducing disparities between rural and urban
areas; health which includes a reform for addressing the geographical distribution of health workers. In
addition, equality/equal access of all societal groups to social services and public goods is an underlying
principle for the development of the NRRPB and its measures in all areas110.
Table 9 below summarises the main groups of investments/measures relevant for social sustainability
with some non-exhaustive examples of investments. In addition, measures such as providing a definition
for energy poverty and improving the energy efficiency of residential buildings can have positive effects
on the comfort of housing and contribute to social inclusion although not targeting that directly (those
measures are covered under environmental sustainability).

104
105

Written feedback received by ESC.
Written feedback received by CITUB.

106

Position papers published by Confederation of Independent Trade Unions of Bulgaria (CITUB’s position on the draft Recovery and
Resilience Plan), Podkrepa trade union (Position of KT Podkrepa on the draft National Recovery and Resilience Plan), Bulgarian Industrial
Capital Association (BICA Positions and Analyses), Bulgarian Industrial Association (BIA, Concerning the draft Recovery and Resilience
Plan), the Economic and Social Council (ESC Positions), Green Restart Coalition (MOVE Open Letters).
107
Position papers published by Confederation of Independent Trade Unions of Bulgaria (CITUB’s position on the draft Recovery and
Resilience Plan), Podkrepa trade union (Position of KT Podkrepa on the draft National Recovery and Resilience Plan), Economic and Social
Council (ESC Positions), Za Zemiata (Za Zemiata Resources).
108
Interview with national authority.
109
110

Written feedback received by CITUB.
Written feedback received by the ESC.
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Table 9: Selected examples of investments relevant for social sustainability in the Bulgarian recovery plan

Investment

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators

Education and skills:
Training for digital
skills and building a
national online platform
for adult learning

One part of the investment aims to provide training
courses for basic- and medium-level digital skills to
adults, including the unemployed (eligible persons will be
issued vouchers redeemable for training courses). The
second part of the investment aims to develop a national
online platform for adult learning, including ‘digital
clubs’ in different municipal and public buildings such as
libraries, culture centres or unemployment agencies.

Lifelong learning

Unemployed persons

Functioning platform by 2023

Employed persons

Number of trained persons
defined for 2022-2026

Education and skills:
Establishment of centres
for personal
development of pupils
and youth, in support of
the sustainable recovery
of municipalities

The measures include establishment of centres and
delivery of personal development services that support
youth, especially from vulnerable groups, to develop
digital, entrepreneurial, financial and soft skills in order
to improve their social inclusion and participation in the
labour market.

Equal opportunities
for education and
learning

Youth

Number of centres defined for
2024

Social inclusion:
Continuation of the
support for
deinstitutionalisation of
the care for elderly
people and people with
disabilities

Investment will continue in the development and
equipment of new integrated social and health services
for residential care and related services for the elderly and
people with disabilities, as well as the reform of existing
facilities.

Social inclusion

Social inclusion:
Personal mobility and
accessibility for people
with permanent
disabilities

Investment will provide technical equipment and services
to people with permanent disabilities in order to improve
their accessibility and mobility.

Social inclusion

Vulnerable groups

Social inclusion

Elderly
People with disabilities

People with disabilities

Number of social services
defined for 2024-2025

Number of participants defined
for 2023
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Investment

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators

Social inclusion:
Digitalisation of
museum, librarian and
audiovisual funds

The purpose of this measure is to introduce a common
approach for digitalisation of the public culture funds and
ensure equal access for citizens, business and academia.

Social inclusion

Citizens

Functioning digital platform by
2023

Health:
Modernisation and
development of
psychiatric care

The purpose of this investment is to improve the
infrastructure for psychiatric care to provide quality
health care and possibilities for rehabilitation and social
inclusion of patients.

Social inclusion

100% coverage by 2026
Psychiatric care
patients

Number of facilities
Number of benefiting patients
defined for 2024
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Involvement of civil society
The principal means of civil society involvement in the design of the plan have been public and targeted
stakeholder consultations. The preparation of the NRRPB started with the establishment of an interservice working group composed of representatives from different ministries. The work of this group
resulted in the first draft of the NRRPB which was published in October 2020 and opened for public
consultation111. This was the first time stakeholders could participate in the design of the plan. The
public consultation was open for everyone, including the general public, and lasted for one month in
November 2020. The first draft included only the main objectives and outline of the plan without details
about investments and reforms or indicators and targets for monitoring – an approach which was
criticised consistently by all types of stakeholders112. In addition to the public consultation, the first draft
of the NRRPB was also presented through a series of interactive online events113, which could be
accessed by everyone online, and was discussed with the ESC, which represents social partners, at a
consultation meeting in December 2020114.
Since the publication of the first draft, the administration has also organised targeted consultations with
specific types of stakeholders (e.g. most often with business/industry, trade unions and local authorities,
but also with some NGOs) in order to discuss the plan’s drafts and develop more concretely the
investments and reforms it will support115. According to the NRRPB’s section on consultations, five
meetings took place with social partners and the national association of local authorities, to present the
different stages of the plan’s development between August 2020 and April 2021. According to a
representative of the national authorities, the consultation meetings were targeted at stakeholders that
are also targeted by the NRRPB (mainly businesses), but the government and the administration have
also tried to provide opportunities for other types of stakeholders to provide feedback, and that they have
tried, to the extent possible, to take the different feedback into account in the subsequent versions of the
plan.
Overall, stakeholders welcomed the opportunity to provide feedback on the preparation of the plan and
found that the opportunities were regular and in a suitable format116. Apart from the public consultation
and targeted meetings, social partners could also contribute through the framework of trialogues between
the government, employer organisations and trade unions117. Having a regular, more operationalised,
exchange between social partners and the experts of the public administration preparing the plan is
recommended118. In addition, the limited possibilities for in-person events imposed by the COVID-19

111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118

Interview with national authority.
Based on all position papers reviewed for this case study, see previous footnotes.
Series of events available on You Tube on the channel ‘Next Generation’
Bulgarian National Television, News: The Recovery and Resilience Plan will deliver 1% GDP growth per year, 11.12.2020
Interview with national authority.
Written feedback received by CITUB and BICA.
Ibid.
Written feedback received by CITUB.

50

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

pandemic actually provided more opportunities for online events that greatly facilitated access,
participation and involvement of stakeholders and the general public in the process119.
Various types of stakeholders contributed to the design of the NRRPB through participation in the public
consultation, targeted consultation meetings or submission of position papers to the Council of
Ministers. According to the NRRPB’s section on consultations, over 90 position papers were submitted
as part of or outside the public consultation coming from employers, trade unions, businesses, NGOs,
academia etc. and the latest version of the plan reflects the feedback received. In particular, a document
summarising the main changes in the NRRPB indicates that the first version was revised to:
 Include the measure on the Programme for Economic Transformation and to designate specific
support to SMEs as a result of suggestions from employer, business and academic organisations;
 Develop the programme for adult learning to cover digital skills as a result of recommendations
by trade unions, academia and CSOs;
 Include investments in hydrogen infrastructure under the low-carbon economy component as a
result of recommendations by NGOs, industry, academia and research organisations; the
measures in the low-carbon economy component were also strengthened to ‘improve their
transformative potential’;
 Include sustainable mobility in the plan as a result of feedback from local authorities and
industry.
As the NRRPB has not yet been finalised and there are also informal consultations with the European
Commission, further changes to the plan are still possible.
Nevertheless, some stakeholders do not consider this information sufficient and explain that despite
requests for more details on how their feedback was addressed, they have not received such
clarifications120. Social partners, on the other hand, consider that most of their suggestions were
considered and some were even reflected in the later versions of the plan121. This might be explained by
the fact that social partners were invited to targeted consultations with relevant ministries or within the
government’s meeting with the ESC, while other CSOs could participate primarily through the public
consultation and were not systematically involved in direct meetings with the government. According
to the EESC’s assessment of the consultation processes in Member States, the thoroughness of the
consultation process in Bulgaria was rated as ‘medium’122.
Overall, the more recent versions of the NRRPB reflect feedback received by stakeholders. Stakeholders
report that the revised NRRPB reflects at least some of the feedback provided, although they find that
not all their suggestions were taken into account123. According to a representative of the national
authorities, the administration has been open to dialogues and has tried to take into account the feedback
received to the highest extent possible, while meeting the legal requirements for the NRRPB and
fulfilling the country-specific recommendations under the European Semester. In addition, the purpose
119
120
121

Interview with an environmental NGO.
Interview with an environmental NGO and EU Cash Awards - The mystery of the invisible National Recovery Plans.
Written feedback received by CITUB and BICA.

122

EESC, Appendix to the Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works
and what does not?’, ECO/545.
123
Interview with an environmental NGO and written feedback received by CITUB and BICA.
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is to achieve complementarity between the NRRPB and other financing programmes. For instance, gaps
identified by some stakeholders (e.g. electro-mobility) are addressed through operational programmes
under the EU Structural Fund.
At this stage, the details for the implementation process have not been finalised. The ESC recommends
that the management of investments is carried out based on the principle of partnership to ensure
involvement of social partners, transparency of the decision-making and control by stakeholders124. The
representative of the national authorities explained that the implementation of the NRRPB is likely to
mirror that of ESIF and that a Monitoring Committee composed of different types of stakeholders will
be set up to develop selection criteria for the final beneficiaries and monitor the implementation of the
plan. This will likely be the main procedure for involvement of stakeholders in the implementation and
monitoring of the plan. The investments in the NRRPB are targeted primarily at businesses and public
administrations, and other types of stakeholders such as NGOs might be able participate in the
implementation stage of the plan only through the Monitoring Committee. Another mechanism under
consideration is to task the ESC with the development of an annual implementation report that assesses
the implementation of the NRRPB independently from the public administration125.

124
125

Written feedback received by ESC.
Interview with national authority.

52

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

Finland
General information about the plan
Member State

Finland

Name and date of the
plan

Sustainable Growth Programme for Finland: Recovery and Resilience
Plan (Suomen kestävän kasvun ohjelma: Elpymis- ja
palautumissuunnitelma)
Version: 15/03/21 (preliminary plan), 26/05/21 (presentation of final plan)

Time horizon

2023-2026

Link to the plan

https://julkaisut.valtioneuvosto.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/163176/VN_20
21_52.pdf?sequence=4&isAllowed=y

Stakeholders who
provided feedback

Akava, trade union confederation (written feedback received 15/05/21)
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment (written feedback
received 24/06/2021)

Finland’s Recovery and Resilience Plan (RRP) forms part of the Sustainable Growth Programme for
Finland, which is the Member State’s largest climate investment to date126. A Government report on the
RRP was submitted to the Parliament on 27 November 2020, with the country having published its
preliminary draft on 15 March 2021. The complete RRP was presented on 26 May 2021. The priority
of the budget will be to renew the economy through investments in reducing climate emissions,
promoting ecological sustainability, and transitioning into a low-carbon economy. The RRP has a total
budget of EUR 2.1 billion that will be spent under four pillars as summarised in the table below.
Table 10: Budget allocation in the Finnish recovery plan

Component (with examples)

Budget (EUR million)

Pillar 1: Green transition (40% of total)
The transformation of the energy system
Reforms and investments to support the green and digital transition
Reducing the climate and environmental impact of the building stock

822
316
326
110

Low-carbon solutions for communities and transport
Environmental sustainability and nature-based solutions

40
30

Pillar 2: Digitalisation (10% of total)
Digital infrastructure
Accelerating the data economy and digitalisation

217
135
82

Pillar 3: Raising level of employment and skills (31% of total)
Employment and the labour market
Raising the level of competence and continuous learning
RDI, research infrastructure and piloting
Sectors affected by the COVID crisis

636
170
105
267
94

126

Vanttinen,
P.,
(2020),
‘FINLAND
–
National
recovery
fund
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/finland-national-recovery-fund-priorities/.

priorities’,

available

at:
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Component (with examples)
Pillar 4: (19% of total)
Implementing guarantee of care and strengthening knowledge base
Introduce service-oriented digital innovations

Budget (EUR million)
400
300
100

Total

2 075

The Ministry of Finance prepared the programme in extensive cooperation with other ministries,
regional actors and the business and research community. Several consultation and stakeholder events
on the Sustainable Growth Programme have been organised to gather feedback. The plan is based on
the maximum financial contribution available to the Member State of EUR 2.1 billion as set out in the
RRF Regulation. The current estimate of Finland’s maximum yield is partly based on the economic
forecast, with the final maximum yield to be confirmed in the summer of 2022. The recovery plan is
categorised into four main pillars that cover green transition, digitalisation, employment and skills, as
well as social and health services. Environmental and social sustainability are horizontal objectives that
will be delivered by all four pillars127. The extent to which relevant sustainability concepts are covered
in the RRP are summarised in the table below.
Table 11: Overview of sustainability concepts covered in the Finnish recovery plan

Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan

Environmental sustainability
Sustainable development

Multiple references to sustainable growth.

Decoupling/economic growth decoupled from
resource use

Not mentioned in the preliminary report.

Climate neutrality

The Sustainable Growth Programme for Finland aims
to decrease GHG by 6% per annum, with the ultimate
goal of achieving carbon neutrality by 2035 128.

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation/low-carbon
transition

The plan aims to transition from fossil energy to
renewable energy as part of its green transition. This
will include providing financial support for
municipalities, households and businesses to transition
from oil heating to renewable alternatives 129.

Circular economy/resource-efficient economy

Finland is aiming to become an innovative world
leader in circular economy, with their green transition
projects including e.g. investments in circular economy
demonstration plants as well as hydrogen
technology130.

Energy efficiency and building renovation

Improving energy efficiency in building stock is a key
part of Finland’s transition to a carbon-free, clean

127

Information obtained from written feedback provided by Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment representative.

128

Vanttinen, P., (2021), Finland plans to spend half its recovery funds on ‘green transition’, available at:
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/finland-plans-to-spend-half-its-recovery-funds-on-green-transition/.
129
The Finnish Government (2021) ‘Preliminary Recovery and Resilience Plan: Finland to use EU funding to boost investment and accelerate
emissions reduction’, available at: https://valtioneuvosto.fi/en/-/10623/finland-to-use-eu-funding-to-boost-investment-and-accelerateemissions-reduction. Accessed on 21/06/2021.
130
Ministry of Finance (2021) ‘Green transition – Recovery and Resilience Plan’, available at: https://vm.fi/en/green-transition.
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Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan
energy system. The aim is to prioritise the least energyefficient buildings and to increase the amount and level
of repair investments in the longer term. The long-term
plan is to increase knowledge of planning and energy
repairs, and create jobs and growth opportunities
throughout the construction supply chain. The plan is
also to set minimum energy performance requirements
for existing buildings and increase the level of
mandatory renovations per annum.

Sustainable transport/mobility

Investment in transport infrastructure 131 and
digitalisation of rail transport are part of the RRP.

Protection of natural capital and ecosystems

Mentioned throughout the preliminary report.

Zero pollution

Not mentioned in the preliminary report.

Green transition

Half the recovery fund will be spent on green
transition132.

Do no (significant) harm/green oath

Mentioned in the report, which states that any project
proposal not complying with the ‘no significant harm’
principle will not receive funding.

Social sustainability
Fairness

Mentioned in the report.

Leaving no-one behind

Mentioned in the report with reference to digitalisation
(communication networks).

Just transition

Mentioned in the context of green transition.

Economy of wellbeing

Mentioned in the context of increasing access to care,
with an impact assessment of the pandemic to be
conducted and used for future social decision-making.

Social resilience

Not mentioned in the report.

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market

A section of the preliminary report is dedicated to
gender equality and equal opportunities, with the plan
also including measures to support employment and
strengthen active labour market policies.

Fair working conditions

Mentioned in the report

Social protection and inclusion

Inclusion is mentioned throughout the report, however
social protection is not explicitly mentioned.

131
132

European Commission (2020) ‘Commission opinion of 18.11.2020 on the Draft Budgetary Plan of Finland’, C(2020) 8507.

Vanttinen, P., (2021) ‘Finland plans to spend half its recovery funds on ‘green transition’’,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/finland-plans-to-spend-half-its-recovery-funds-on-green-transition/.

available

at:
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Inclusion of environmental sustainability
The first of Finland’s four priority pillars in the RRP is ‘green transition’, with a minimum of 50% of
the budget to be allocated to actions supporting green transition. This exceeds the EU’s requirement of
37%, with climate change effectively being the Member State’s top priority. This target includes making
Finland a world-leader in hydrogen and circular economy and high value-added bioproducts. It also
involves enhancing zero-emission energy systems and energy efficiency, along with transitioning from
the use of fossil fuels in e.g. transport and heating, with a EUR 110 million project aimed at minimising
the environmental impacts in building stock to be implemented. Specific measures to be taken include
the digitalisation of rail networks and an increase in charging points for electric cars. Digitalisation,
which is the plan’s second pillar, is also expected to indirectly decrease carbon emissions by e.g.
encouraging people to work or study from home provided that internet services are adequate. In terms
of reducing emissions, Finland has an ambitious target of achieving carbon neutrality by 2035. As a
starting point, the Member State is expecting emissions to decrease by 6% annually133. An interim target
of halting the loss of biodiversity and halving transport emissions by 2030 has also been introduced. To
achieve this, the Member State will try to maximise the mobilisation of green transition investment.
Putting into effect the low-carbon roadmaps for industrial sectors will be a significant component of the
overall package.
A less positive aspect of the plan is the disproportionate emphasis on these sectors, with biodiversity
and bio-products being overlooked in comparison to other elements of the plan. Despite some projects
being linked to biodiversity, it could have been better balanced from a financial perspective to extend
the coverage of these topics, as it would ensure increased environmental sustainability at national
level134. Despite Finland’s national criteria for green recovery having emphasised the need for synergy
between climate change mitigation and enhancing biodiversity, the directly relevant sector of land use
has received a proportionally small budget of EUR 30 million. And while project proposals not
complying with the ‘no significant harm’ principle will not receive funding, the way in which this will
be assessed remains somewhat ambiguous. Similarly, the vast range of proposed plans puts into question
the effectiveness of implementation targets. In addition, recommendations from the European Semester
have been considered in the development of the RRP.
The RRP is largely based on national targets, however these are intertwined with EU policies. The green
transition pillar is clearly linked to the European Green Deal, with the difference being that final tweaks
are based on national targets. However, EU policies effectively act as guidelines for the established
national objectives. Good practices from an environmental sustainability perspective also include the
thorough integration of long-term climate transformation, with pillar 1 representing approximately 40%
of Finland’s allocated RRF budget. Environmental aspects are also ingrained in the other pillars, with
the RRP stating that a total of 51% of the budget is to be spent on green transition. This is positive as it
exceeds the EU’s minimum quota of 37% by a significant margin, with both Akava and the Ministry of
Economic Affairs and Employment (MEAE) finding the approach satisfactory. Independent assessment
by the Green Recovery Tracker finds the overall contribution of the RRP to the green transition to be

133

Vanttinen, P., (2021) ‘Finland plans to spend half its recovery funds on ‘green transition’’,
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/finland-plans-to-spend-half-its-recovery-funds-on-green-transition/.
134
Information obtained from written feedback provided by Akava representative.

available

at:
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lower, 42%, but that is still higher than the EU minimum and confirms the high potential of the plan to
contribute to climate neutrality135.
Climate change is essentially the top priority of the recovery plan, with multiple aspects integrated into
this sector. This includes renewable energy in industries such as transport, energy efficiency in
buildings, environmental sustainability, and biodiversity. Specific indicators include the reduction of
coal energy consumption by 40-80% compared to 2019 levels by Q2 2026. In terms of stock, the target
is to switch the heating system in at least 7,300 buildings from fossil fuels to low carbon alternatives by
Q4 2022. The subsequent target is to double this number to 14,600 buildings by Q4 2023. In terms of
environmentally sustainable transport, multiple targets have been set for Q2 2024 with zero as the
starting point. This includes having 417 charging points for electric buses, 25 compressed biogas (CBG)
stations, 14 liquified biogas (LBG) stations, and 28,000 privately funded charging points.

135

Green Recovery Tracker - Finland
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Table 12: Selected examples of measures relevant for environmental sustainability in the Finnish recovery plan

Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives

1.1. Reuse of key materials and
industrial by-products and recycling

This investment promotes hydrogen
produced with clean energy scalingup production, utilisation, and
carbon capture and storage.

Climate neutrality;
energy transition; “do
no significant harm”
principle;
decarbonisation;
ecosystems and
biodiversity

All actors involved in
the hydrogen supply
chain; transport industry;
electricity and heating
sector

- The first national lowemission hydrogen production
and exploitation by Q4 2021
- Project funding applications
closed and funding decisions
made by Q4 2023
- All selected projects are
completed Q4 2026

The overall aim is to reduce
emissions and switch to fossil-free
transport. With the financing of the
recovery plan, Finland aims to
promote rail transport capacity and
digitalisation, as well as create a
comprehensive alternative
infrastructure that will enable the
growth of a low-emission car fleet.
The green shift in traffic will create
incentives for a new kind of
business. Finland’s primary
challenges in the green transition of
traffic are long distances and sparse
settlement. Investments will be
made in accordance with EU
Directive 2018/2001.

Transport; energy;
climate policy; urban
planning; environment

All motorists;
companies;
municipalities

- 417 public transport charging
points for electric buses by Q2
2024 (from zero)
- 25 CBG stations by Q2 2024
(from zero)
- 14 LBG stations by Q2 2024
(from zero)
- halve traffic emissions by
2030
- make transport carbon neutral
by 2045

This investment aims to improve
the state of the environment and
waters, increase biodiversity, the

Nature protection;
environmental
protection; climate

In terms of employment:
industries; farmers;
design actors;

-5000 hectares of fields covered
by Q4 2025 (from zero)

1.1.1. Low carbon hydrogen and carbon
dioxide capture and utilisation
1.1.2 Direct electrification and low
carbonisation of industrial processes
1.1.3 Reuse and recycling of key materials
and industrial by-products
1.1.4 The share of circular economy
solutions in the battery sector
1.2 Low carbon solutions for
communities and transport
1.2.1 Electricity and gas charging and
refuelling infrastructure for public
transport
1.2.2. Promoting the replacement of fossil
fuels by supporting private charging
infrastructure in housing associations and
workplaces

1.3 Environmental sustainability and
nature-based solutions
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Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives

1.3.1 Plaster treatment of fields and
recycling of nutrients
1.3.2 Climate action in the land use sector

circular economy and carbon
neutrality, climate change
mitigation and adaptation, as well
as increase investment activity and
technological innovation.

change mitigation;
climate change
adaptation; water
protection; climatesustainable forestry;
circular economy

technology actors;
contracting actors;
logistics; other
companies in the field

- halt the loss of biodiversity by
2030

1.4 Transformation of the energy system

The objective is to significantly
reduce the consumption of coal
energy by investing in energy
infrastructure as a means of
promoting clean energy, as well as
investing in new energy
technologies such as offshore wind
power, large-scale solar power and
biogas.

Greenhouse gas
reduction; renewable
energy; green
transition; circular
economy; energy
efficiency; climate
policy

Companies investing in
construction,
infrastructure,
production facilities

-Decrease the consumption of
coal energy use by 40-80% by
2026 compared to the 2019
levels

1.4.1 Energy infrastructure investments
1.4.2 Investments in new energy
technology
1.4.3 Renewable energy investments in the
Åland islands
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Inclusion of social sustainability
The RRP supports ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable growth in accordance with the
objectives of the Government Programme. Two of the four pillars, namely ‘employment and skills’ and
‘health and social services’, are directly linked to social sustainability. The former aims to develop
sustainable growth by increasing skill levels and employment rate, particularly in customer-oriented
services (e.g. employment and business services, work ability support, skills). This would, with the help
of digitalisation, make online services more customer-oriented. More importantly, Finland aims to put
more emphasis on partially able-bodied persons and their ability to retain jobs and find work. In addition,
the Member State aims to facilitate labour migration and promote integration, which resonates with the
idea of fairness and leaving no-one behind. Furthermore, wellbeing at work is to be enhanced. Longterm growth will also be promoted by raising the level of competence among both young people and
adults and by bringing opportunities for continuous learning, also in a location-independent manner.
The interoperability of research infrastructures and an increase in research and development intensity
will also be implemented in order to accelerate long-term growth. By increasing development and
innovation, Finland is aiming to enhance businesses and thereby boost its international competitiveness,
along with its economy and employment rate.
The pillar covering health and social services aims to improve health and social services by improving
their accessibility as well as value for money. This is to address the issue of long waits or lack of access
to services, which were magnified during the pandemic. Increased access to physical as well as mental
care includes becoming more efficient, with the overarching aim of enhancing the population’s
wellbeing. The implementation of a reform of social and health affairs called ‘Sote’ will be promoted,
where the aim is to make these services available to everyone and to renew them in a cost-effective and
people-oriented way. Overall, new and innovative practices will be introduced to enhance social and
health care. One way of implementing this will be through digitalisation, including increased remote
appointments or access to virtual discussions with experts. A long-term objective is to eliminate debt
from the sector through reforming operating models and the introduction of new digital services.
Social issues are a clear priority in the RRP, with these following the CSRs of the European Semester.
Social issues were also chosen based on the governmental programme, meaning that priorities were
primarily based on national needs. However, these are typically linked to EU policies. An example is
the emphasis on digitalisation in the EU’s recovery fund, which led to the decision to create a common
digital platform for all universities in Finland. This is due to education having been highlighted in the
CSRs of the European Semester.
Good practices from a social sustainability perspective include the integration of social aspects in the
achievement of green transition through links with education, digitalisation, as well as research,
development and innovation (RDI)136. In addition, social and labour market issues are top priorities in
the plan, along with sectors such as health and education. Finland has integrated its CSRs into the
national governmental programme which served as a basis for many of the social issues that are covered
in the RRP. However, one aspect that could be perceived as less positive is the limited investment in

136

Green Recovery Tracker - Finland
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skills and education, with the argument being that these are key issues in terms of employability in the
modern labour market137.
The social indicators include reform increases in adult participation in learning, the share of graduates,
and the level of digital skills of individuals. The cost-effectiveness of care, which forms part of pillar 4,
is to be monitored by a national metric called KUVA. It was introduced in 2018 and contains over 400
indicators for monitoring the activities and economy of welfare areas. Specific targets include
accelerating access to care and services, with a minimum of 80% of patients to receive treatment at
social and health centres within seven days in non-emergency cases by Q4 2025. As part of
digitalisation, new cross-sectoral services for inclusion, health and wellbeing have been introduced in
the country’s regions, with a targeted 80% of the population to use e-services by Q4 2025. Similarly,
Finland aims to have 45% of all contact with care facilities to be handled remotely via electronic means
by Q4 2025. In terms of education, Finland currently lies above the EU27 average. The proportion of
18–24-year-olds who dropped out of school early was 7.3% in 2019. The goal of the programme includes
strengthening guidance and pupil care services and ensuring that primary schools can provide all
students with adequate capacity to complete secondary education. The share of those who completed
higher education in the 30–34 age group was 47.3% in 2019. The target for 2030 is for at least 50% of
25-34-year-olds to have a university degree. In the long term, these social reforms and investment are
expected to reduce the gender employment gap, increase public investment in education, increase
employment rates and decrease the unemployment rate. Raising the level of competence among both
young people and adults, as well as bringing opportunities for continuous learning, is also expected to
contribute to long-term growth.

137

Information obtained from written feedback provided by Akava representative.
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Table 13: Selected examples of measures relevant for social sustainability in the Finnish recovery plan

Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative objectives

1.1 Employment and the labour
market

The aim is to accelerate the
employment rate by
strengthening services as well
as the functioning of the
labour market. By
strengthening
competitiveness, Finland will
increase its international
experts. In addition, careers
are to be extended by
increasing employees’
endurance and ability to work.
The exclusion of youth will
also be prevented, with
partially able-bodied persons
able to remain in their jobs or
to find employment.

The ‘do no
significant harm’
principle;
employment; leaving
no-one behind

International
workforce;
international students;
unemployed persons;
municipalities;
employees aged over
55; the Finnish
business community;
the research,
innovation and higher
education sectors;
guidance centres

1.1.1 Increase the number of interviews
based on the Nordic model from one
million in 2019 to 1.5-2 million by Q4
2022
1.1.2 Phase out the law amendment of
additional unemployment benefit days by
Q2 2023
1.1.3 Decrease the number of days for
residency permit applications of specialist
migrants from 47 to 14 days by Q2 2022.
Decrease the average work and educationbased residence permit applications from
82 to 30 days by Q4 2024
1.1.4 Increase the number of guidance
centres offering social and health services,
or educational expertise, from 33% to 60%
by Q4 2024
1.1.5 Achieve at least 1,000 jobs through
the intermediary with the help of training,
coaching and other development measures
by Q4 2024

The aim is to streamline care,
rehabilitation and service
processes and implement
more efficient and customeroriented multidisciplinary and
multi-professional approaches.
Social and health services are
to be developed and supported
in a way that they are more

The ‘do no
significant harm’
principle; leaving noone behind;
increasing efficiency;
improving social
services; wellbeing of
people

Vulnerable groups of
people negatively
impacted by the crisis;
national, social and
health digital services
and organisations and
their personnel

1.2.1 Increase the proportion of nonemergency treatments within the sevenday deadline from 58% to 80% by Q4
2025
1.2.2 Increase the share of the population
using e-services from 70% to 80% by Q4
2025
1.2.3 100% up-to-date national care
guarantee monitoring by Q4 2025 (up
from 90%)

1.1.1 Nordic employment service model
1.1.2 Removal of additional
unemployment benefits days
1.1.3 Streamlining labour and educationbased migration and facilitating
international recruitment
1.1.4 Strengthening various services for
youth
1.1.5 Strengthening opportunities to do
work of a new kind through an
intermediary offering employment as
well as services that promote
opportunities to move to the open labour
market

1.2 Strengthening and increasing the
cost-effectiveness of social and
healthcare services
1.2.1 Promote the implementation of care
guarantee and relieve the debt caused by
the coronavirus situation
1.2.2 Promote the implementation of care
guarantee by strengthening prevention
and early identification of problems
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Measure

Short description

1.2.3 Strengthen the knowledge base and
effectiveness-based guidance to support
the cost-effectiveness of social and
health care
1.2.4 Introduce innovative digital service
providers that promote care guarantees
1.2.5 Customer-driven digital care
information system in the Åland islands

accessible and better meet the
needs of the vulnerable.

1.3 Sectors affected by the COVID
crisis

The aim is to strengthen
opportunities for Finnish
exports and international
growth in the global market,
and strengthen Finland’s
attractiveness as an
investment environment,
environment for work, RDI
activities and
entrepreneurship. The longterm goal is to get Finland’s
exports and GDP on a growth
trajectory. Investments will
improve the conditions and
capacity of SMEs to take
advantage of market
opportunities.

1.3.1 Growth acceleration programme
for small businesses
1.3.2 Top programmes for international
growth
1.3.3 Support for the renewal of the
cultural and creative sectors
1.3.4 Supporting sustainable and digital
growth in the tourism sector

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative objectives
1.2.4 Increase share of remote social and
health care contacts from 30% to 45% by
Q4 2025
1.2.5 Develop information system and
have 80% share of municipal social and
health services or private care enterprises
adopt it by Q4 2025

The ‘do no
significant harm’
principle; carbon
neutrality; circular
economy; digital
renewal; technologies

SMEs planning to go
international;
companies in the
transport sector; health
ecosystems and
businesses; water
companies; public
actors; tourism
companies

1.3.1 International capacity building
provided for at least 240 companies by the
programme by Q4 2023
1.3.2 Support at least 70 companies or
organisations with growth by Q4 2025
1.3.3 Support at least 145 projects by Q4
2023
1.3.4 Fund at least 35 tourism companies
or operators by Q2 2023
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Involvement of civil society
The RRP was referred to the Committee on Finance, to which the Committee on Transport and
Communications, the Committee on Agriculture and Forestry, the Committee on Education, the
Committee on Social Affairs and Health, the Committee on Economic Affairs, the Committee on
Futures, the Committee on Employment and Equality and the Committee on the Environment all belong.
During the preparation of the RRP, a coordination group led by the Ministry of Finance, comprising a
representative of each ministry, consulted the views of industry, social partners and other stakeholders.
It thereby involved close dialogue with regional organisations, local government, the business sector as
well as the scientific community138.
According to the EESC’s assessment of the consultation processes in Member States, the ‘thoroughness
of consultation’ in Finland was ‘low’139. Nevertheless, this may be due to insufficient information about
the consultation mechanisms at the start of the process. Dialogue between civil society and government
is strongly encouraged in Finland, with the notion being that opportunities should be provided for civil
society to improve the way in which society operates140. NGOs are also important to the country’s civil
society, and they often take care of duties performed by the government. The RRP is designed to have
positive impacts in the long term and the aim is to achieve this on the basis of transparent communication
and participation of various stakeholders including civil society141. This includes e.g. mutual support,
with Finland having huge opportunities to promote sustainable development and the digital transition
due to the existing expertise among civil society in the said sectors142.
The Finnish Environment Minister established an independent working group in the spring of 2020 to
set allocation criteria of RRF funds as well as criteria for the green transition. These were subsequently
used as the basis for the preparation of the plan. Ministries such as the MEAE had a central role in
initiating and organising stakeholder dialogue, which involved e.g. labour market organisations, industry
and business organisations, companies, universities, regional and local authorities, civil society
organisations, interest groups and experts. Specific targeted dialogues were also organised by both the
MEAE and the Ministry of Finance, along with other ministries involved in the preparation of the
plan143. In the case of the MEAE, these stakeholders were identified through existing cooperation
structures and networks. Individuals, organisations, as well as stakeholders including civil society were
also invited to provide written feedback to express their views on the RRP. In addition, consultation
sessions were held for each of the 19 regions from 21 September to 28 October 2020, with the aim of
co-developing measures with businesses and civil society, parallel to ensuring that specific needs of
different regions in the country were met. Topics covered were therefore tailor-made based on their
138

Valitoneuvosto, ‘Selonteko Suomen kestävän kasvun ohjelmasta eduskunnalle – tavoitteena edistää uudistumista ja tuottavuutta’, 27
November 2020.
139
EESC, Appendix to the Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works
and what does not?’, ECO/545.
140
Toolbox, ‘Good governance – Finnish society is based on trust’, 9 November 2020.
141

Finnish Government, ‘Prime Minister’s announcement on the multiannual financial framework and the recovery package’, 9 September
2020.
142
Kauppapolitiikka, ‘Elvytys tuo miljardimahdollisuudet’, 9 December 2020.
143

Information obtained from written feedback provided by Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment representative.
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relevance for the region in question. In addition, a wide range of stakeholders were invited to attend
these meetings, with the opportunity to raise questions or provide advice.
From February to April 2021, the Finnish Ministerial Working Group on Sustainable Growth also
organised three stakeholder meetings on the preparation of the draft sustainable growth programme.
These covered the objectives set for the programme, the preliminary content of the programme and the
consultation stakeholders’ views on Finland’s sustainable growth agenda. In addition to stakeholder
events, researchers were also consulted in the preparation to provide input on e.g. effectiveness of the
programme and its measurements. The objective was to incorporate and reflect as much of the
stakeholders’ views in the RRP draft as possible144. One major outcome of stakeholder feedback was
the reduction from six to four pillars. In addition, it increased focus on the practical implementation of
the ‘do no significant harm’ principle. The participation of civil society also resulted in the rejection of
the distribution of funds at regional level, with the argument being that the aim is to identify the best
projects in which to invest. In addition, the initial plan drafted by the government was narrowed down
in terms of projects and priorities. Moreover, it resulted in the plan having a more focused approach.
Stakeholders and researchers were also consulted in March and April 2021, after the publication of the
preliminary plan and before the publication of the final plan.
Despite Finland having a promising approach in terms of civil society involvement, one criticism raised
by a representative of Akava was the limited timeframe provided for stakeholders to provide their
opinions and subsequently have them implemented. In addition, there is no systematic plan for involving
civil society in the implementation of the RRP; it is rather a case of allowing all interested stakeholders
to be involved in the process145. Monitoring, management, and evaluation of the programmes will be
carried out by various ministries, depending on the sector of the topics. Key ministries, such as the
Ministry of Environment, will be involved in the monitoring along with other authorities and
stakeholders. They also intend to coordinate with other public administration development projects. The
continuous learning project has an extensive monitoring group with representatives from both key
national stakeholders and different levels of regional government. Digitalised monitoring will be
utilised, e.g. to check that the national monitoring of the care guarantee is implemented and up-to-date
in all health centres.
The Ministry of Finance is responsible for coordination. This includes coordinating the monitoring and
implementation of the whole Sustainable Growth Plan and acting as a point of contact for the
Commission. The coordinator will monitor the progress of the programme in cooperation with other
authorities involved in its implementation and report progress in accordance with the milestones and
target indicators agreed with the Commission. Active stakeholder dialogue is also to continue throughout
the implementation of the plan, with the extent of their involvement depending on the measure in
question146.

144
145
146

Information obtained from written feedback provided by Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment representative.
Information obtained from written feedback provided by Akava representative.
Information obtained from written feedback provided by Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment representative.
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Germany
General information about the plan
Member State

Germany

Name and date of the
plan

Deutscher Aufbau-und Resilienzplan (DARP), 13/01/21 draft version and
27/04/21 final version
A first draft of the DARP was submitted to the European Commission and
made publicly available in December 2020. The revised version includes
the same key areas, targets and measures (two measures were added), but
a lot more details on the measures including content, milestones and
specific targets. The document is around 1,000 pages long and is published
on the Ministry of Finance’s website.

Time horizon

Until 2026

Link to the plan

https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/DE/Standardartikel/Th
emen/Europa/DARP/deutscher-aufbau-und-resilienzplan.html

Stakeholders who
provided feedback

Federal Ministry of Finance (interview)
German Caritasverband (written feedback)
Federation of German Trade Unions (DGB) (interview)
Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union (NABU) (interview)

Germany submitted a draft of the German Recovery and Resilience Plan ( Deutscher Aufbau-und
Resilienzplan - DARP) to the European Commission in December 2020 – the draft version from 13
January 2021 is available on the website of the Federal Ministry of Finance. The final DARP was
adopted and published on 27 April 2021. The DARP focuses on two areas, namely climate change and
digital transformation. The measures are designed with the aim of ‘tackling these challenges’ 147. The
DARP has been developed within the framework of the European Semester building upon the National
Reform Programme. Each measure of the recovery plan is allocated a budget and is explicitly linked to
a CSR – this already shows an alignment with the ASGS. Each measure is also explicitly related to one
of the EU flagship initiatives. The DARP mentions six focus areas:
1. Climate policy and energy transition;
2. Digitalisation of the economy and infrastructure;
3. Digitalisation of education;
4. Strengthening of social inclusion;
5. Strengthening of a pandemic-resilient healthcare system;
6. Modern public-administration and reducing barriers to investment.
Within these focus areas, 10 components have been defined. The overall budget is foreseen at EUR 29
billion. Around 40% of the DARP’s budget is allocated to climate action and a further 40% to digital

147 Website of the Federal Ministry of Finance: https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/EN/Downloads/2021-0113-german-recovery-and-resilience-plan.html.
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transition measures. The following table shows the distribution of the budget across the different focus
areas.
Germany shall receive around EUR 25.6 billion in grants from the RRF, whereas the gross spending
amounts to just below EUR 28 billion. It will receive EUR 16.3 billion in 2021-22 and EUR 9.3 billion
in 2023, based on current prices. The measures from the plan are already included in the Federal budget
2021, in specific economic plans and in the financial framework until 2025148.
Table 14: Budget allocation in the German recovery plan

Focus area/Component

Budget (EUR million)

Focus area 1: Climate policy and energy transition

11 246

Component 1.1: Decarbonisation (11.7%)

3 259

Component 1.2: Climate-friendly mobility (19.4%)

5 428

Component 1.3: Climate-friendly renovation and construction (9.2%)

2 559

Focus area 2: Digitalisation of the economy and infrastructure

5 903

Component 2.1: Data as resources of the future (9.9%)

2 766

Component 2.2.: Digitalisation of the economy (11.2%)

3 137

Focus area 3: Digitalisation of education (5.1%)

1 435

Component 3.1: Digitalisation of education (5.1%)

1 435

Focus area 4: Strengthening of social participation (4.5%)

1 259

Component 4.1: strengthening of social participation

1 259

Focus area 5: Strengthening of a pandemic-resilient healthcare system
(16.3%)
Component 5.1: Strengthening of a pandemic-resilient healthcare system

4 563
4 563

Focus area 6: Modern public administration and reducing barriers to
investment (12.6%)

3 524

Component 6.1: Modern public administration (12.4%)

3 474

Component 6.2: Reduction of barriers to investment (0.2%)
Total

50
27 950

The table below summarises the way in which the principles of environmental and social sustainability
have been addressed by the recovery plan.
Table 15: Overview of sustainability concepts covered in the German recovery plan

Principles & concepts
Environmental sustainability
Sustainable development

148

Reference in the plan
Not mentioned among the main goals; reference is
made to sustainable growth and sustainable transport.

DARP, part 3, p.1073.

67

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

Principles & concepts
Decoupling/economic growth
resource use
Climate neutrality

decoupled

from

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation/low-carbon
transition
Circular economy/resource-efficient economy
Energy efficiency and building renovation

Sustainable transport/mobility
Sustainable food system
Protection of natural capital and ecosystems
Zero pollution
Green transition
Do no (significant) harm/green oath
Social sustainability
Fairness
Leaving no-one behind

Just transition
Economy of wellbeing
Social resilience

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market

Fair working conditions
Social protection and inclusion

Reference in the plan
No.
Yes, reference to Paris Agreement, national climate
protection strategy, reduction of GHG and CO2
emissions among main goals and throughout the plan;
focus area 1 is ‘climate policy and energy
transition’ (40% of budget, 3 components, see below);
also other measures have positive climate impact.
Focus area 1 ‘climate policy and energy transition’,
component 1.1 ‘decarbonisation/hydrogen’ (11.7% of
budget).
No.
Yes, among main goals; focus area 1, component 1.3
‘climate-friendly renovation/construction’ (9.2% of
budget).
Yes, among main goals; focus area 1, component 1.2
‘climate-friendly mobility’ (19.4% of budget).
No.
No.
No.
Yes, but mostly as energy transition.
Yes, taken into account throughout the plan as a
criterion given by the EC.
Yes, generational fairness is reflected in one of the
measures.
Focus area 4 ‘strengthening social participation’
belongs to this concept (4.5% of budget); also
investment in education (5.1% of budget), several
measures especially for vulnerable groups.
No.
No.
Not explicitly, but some measures (sustainable
pension system, active labour market measures,
financial support for families) aim towards this.
Yes, several measures for increasing training
possibilities, vocational training and continuous
learning; school education measures for vulnerable
groups.
No.
See ‘leaving no-one behind’; measure ‘social
guarantee 2021’ under focus area 4 aims to keep social
contributions below 40%, which is meant to support
employment; measure ‘digital pension overview’
under focus area 4 aims to inform citizens about their
current status of pension provisions to improve
consulting on pension plans.
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Inclusion of environmental sustainability
The DARP explicitly mentions sustainable development or sustainable growth in several places, for
example it argues that:
 It argues that measures related to innovation and technological cooperation as in the ‘Important
Projects of Common European Interest IPCEI’ in the areas of hydrogen, microelectronics and
communication technologies which are financed under the DARP are key in order to ‘strengthen
sustainable growth and social security in Europe’ (DARP, p.4).
Among the environmental concepts mentioned above, clean energy, energy efficiency and building
renovation and sustainable transport are those that are directly reflected in the plan, namely in focus area
1 ‘Climate policy and energy transition’, which is particularly relevant for environmental sustainability.
It comprises three components: decarbonisation using renewable hydrogen (11.7% of the budget),
climate-friendly mobility (19.4%), and climate-friendly renovation and construction (9.2%).
In relation to climate protection, the DARP acknowledges the goal of the Paris Agreement to achieve
net-zero emission of GHGs by 2050 and allocates 40% of the DARP budget to measures related to
climate protection. The projects in the DARP are designed to contribute to Germany’s overall energy
transition strategy, the German climate protection plan 2050 and the climate protection programme
2030.
Furthermore, the DARP recognises the European Commission’s criterion of ‘do no significant harm’
within its measures149.
Other environmental concepts, however, such as sustainable food production, conservation of nature,
ecosystems and biodiversity, zero pollution or decoupling of economic growth from resource use are
not reflected in the plan. The reason mentioned by the Ministry is that a choice had to be made that
reflected all the criteria given by the European Commission, one of which was the large allocation to
climate-relevant measures and to digitalisation measures, as well as taking into account the country
specific recommendations150. Therefore, measures were selected that seemed the most relevant and in
line with the German national climate strategy.
The plan mentions measures for each component of a focus area – these measures are allocated a specific
budget and linked to the CSRs and EU flagship initiatives – see Table 16 below for examples.

149
150

Interview with representative of Ministry of Finance.
Interview with representative of Ministry of Finance.

69

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

Table 16: Main types of reforms and investments concerning environmental sustainability included in the German recovery plan

Investments and reforms
Component 1.1: Decarbonisation
using renewable hydrogen in
particular
Investments and reforms:
1.1.1 Hydrogen projects in the
context of IPCEI153 (fuel and
energy and pollution abatement)
Projects for hydrogen technology
development with strong DE-FR
cooperation component
1.1.2 Funding Programme
decarbonisation of the industry
1.1.3 Investment and reform: pilot
programme climate protection
(carbon contracts for difference)
1.1.4 Project-based research
(climate protection research)
1.1.5 Key projects on research and
innovation in the context of the
national hydrogen strategy

Short description (incl.
RRF component151)
Budget: 11.7% of total
DARP + co-financing
RRF components:
Green transition; social
and territorial cohesion;
health, economic, social
and institutional resilience
CSRs mentioned:
Investments in ecological
transition, especially
clean, efficient and
integrated energy systems
on the basis of renewable
energy sources, oriented
towards climate targets
(For content of individual
reforms see left column)

Principles and
concepts addressed
Climate neutrality;
energy transition;
decarbonisation;
Sustainable
Development Goals;
Paris Agreement (netzero GHG emissions
by 2050); EU flagship
‘power up’
Clean energy transition

Sector and/or stakeholders targeted
1.1.1: enterprises of all sizes along the entire
hydrogen value chain (production –
infrastructure – use); participation of SMEs is
encouraged
1.1.2: enterprises of the business economy in the
fields of energy intensive industries with
process-related GHG emissions that are recorded
for EU emissions trading; only companies are
funded whose projected CO2-equivalentemissions are a lot lower than the relevant
benchmarks; enterprises have to indicate the
volume of Co2 reduction of the specific fundable
project
1.1.3: enterprises of the steel, chemicals and
building materials industry with process-related
emissions; only companies are funded whose
projected CO2-equivalent-emissions are a lot
lower than the relevant benchmarks
1.1.4: enterprises of the raw materials industry,
SMEs and research institutes, universities and
communes
1.1.5: universities and non-university research
institutes, enterprises of the business economy

151

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators152
General goals:
Sustainable transition of the
energy system, contribution to
achieving the EU climate goals,
especially in industry (49%-51%
reduction from 1990 until 2030)
especially through clean and
resource-friendly technologies
and innovation.
Supporting international
competitiveness with regard to
hydrogen technology
(technological sovereignty)
Creating value chains in the field
of hydrogen
creating a pan-European hydrogen
infrastructure
Quantified content-related targets
for the detailed
investments/reforms (nonexhaustive):
1.1.2: target Q3 2026: Annual
reduction of GHG emission of
around 1 million tons of CO2
equivalents

Based on the seven components in SWD(2020) 205, Part 1.

152

In part 2, the DARP includes detailed milestones and (quantitative) targets for each investment/reform under each component. Often, the quantitative targets refer to (but not only to) the amount of budget that shall be spent on
a certain reform or part of the reform with a timeline, the number of projects that shall be implemented or funding requests approved by a certain date. This column only includes the quantitative targets that relate to actual content
of the measures, e.g. GHG emissions.
153
Important Project of Common European Interest.
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Investments and reforms

Component 1.2: Climate-friendly
mobility
Investments and reforms:
1.2.1 subsidies for creation of fuel
and charging infrastructure
1.2.2 funding guideline on
electromobility
1.2.3 innovation premium for
subsidies for sales of
electronically-run vehicles
1.2.4 prolongation of the time
frame for first permission for the
application of the ten-year tax
exemption of purely
electronically-run vehicles
1.2.5 Subsidies for purchase of
buses with alternative motors
1.2.6 Subsidies for alternative
motors in rail transport
1.2.7 subsidies for the vehicle and
supply industry for hydrogen and
fuel cells in traffic

Short description (incl.
RRF component151)

Budget: 19.4%
Political domains:
climate policy and energy
change; environmental
policy; transport policy;
tax policy; economic
policy
RRF components:
Green transition; social
and territorial cohesion;
health, economic, social
and institutional resilience

Principles and
concepts addressed

Climate neutrality;
energy transition;
decarbonisation;
Sustainable
Development Goals;
Paris Agreement (netzero GHG emissions
by 2050); EU flagship
‘power up’
Clean energy transition

Sector and/or stakeholders targeted
and civil society actors that carry out basic
research
1.2.1: all cases of use of public and non-public
charging infrastructures included in the model of
the national platform for electromobility which
includes charging at home, at the workplace,
rapid charging (motorway etc.). Target groups
are therefore natural and legal persons, e.g.
enterprises, communes, private persons
1.2.2: legal persons of public law and private law
as well as natural persons if they are
economically active
1.2.3: private persons and enterprises,
foundations, associations which buy or lease a
vehicle
1.2.4: tax exemption for all natural and legal
persons who own vehicles that are either run
with electronic batteries and are locally emission
free or that are run with emission-free energy
converters in all vehicle classes
1.2.5: legal persons and natural persons who are
economically active
1.2.6: legal persons and natural persons who are
economically active
1.2.7: German vehicle and supply industry for
hydrogen and fuel cell technologies, especially
SMEs and start-ups

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators152

General goals:
Support the implementation of the
measures of the climate protection
programme 2030 in the transport
sector
Reduction of GHG emissions
across all sectors by 55%. In the
transport sector by 42% by 2030,
compared to 1990 (to reach 95
mln. tons)
Measures include climate friendly
infrastructure, investing in R&D
of alternative motors, fuels and
clean technologies in combination
with an introduction of a CO2
price
Quantified content-related targets
for the detailed
investments/reforms (nonexhaustive):
1.2.2: Q2 2024: subsidised
vehicles (4,000) and finalisation
of electromobility concepts (80
concepts)
1.2.3: Q1 2021: subsidies for
240,000 electro vehicles; Q1
2022: subsidies for in total 560,
000 electro vehicles;
1.2.5: Q3 2026: procurement of 2,
800 buses with alternative motors
1.2.6: Q4 2024: subsidies for 280
trains with alternative motors
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Investments and reforms
Component 1.3: Climate-friendly
renovation and construction
Investments and reforms:
1.3.1 further development of
climate friendly timber
construction
1.3.2 communal real laboratories
of the energy transition
1.3.3 CO2 sanitation of buildings:
federal subsidies of efficient
building and innovations

Short description (incl.
RRF component151)
Budget: 9.2%
RRF components:
Green transition; social
and territorial cohesion;
health, economic, social
and institutional resilience
CSR addressed:
Investments in ecological
change, especially
residential dwellings and
the flagship ‘renovation’

Principles and
concepts addressed
Climate neutrality;
energy transition;
decarbonisation;
Sustainable
Development Goals;
Paris Agreement (netzero GHG emissions
by 2050); EU flagship
‘renovation’
Federal Climate
Protection Law

Sector and/or stakeholders targeted
1.3.1: enterprises in the area of timber
construction; further consultancies that support
such companies in further developing innovative
technologies in timer construction
1.3.2: partnerships between enterprises that
produce innovative energy technologies and
infrastructures on the one hand and communes
on the other; specific support of SMEs; research
institutes that accompany the projects are also
subsidised.
1.3.3: subsidies for residential buildings: can go
to private persons or owner associations,
independents, communes, chambers and
associations, NGOs incl. churches, enterprises,
other legal entities

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators152
General goals:
Achievement of German climate
goals until 2030
In the building sector, annual
emissions shall be reduced from
120 to 70 mln. tons CO2 by
increasing energy efficiency and
renewable energies for heating
and cooling of buildings
Reduction of GHG emissions also
through further development of
timber construction
Quantified content-related targets
for the detailed
investments/reforms (nonexhaustive):
1.3.3: Q4 2024: subsidies for
10,000 living units
1.3.3: Q2 2026: subsidies for
40,000 living units
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As mentioned above, the DARP allocates a large budget to measures related to environmental
sustainability. However, the measures chosen are largely technology-intensive and relate to
technological research and development. Environmental NGOs and The Greens/EFA have criticised in
particular the fact that promotion of biodiversity and nature protection is entirely missing from the
DARP154. According to an environmental NGO, the Federal Ministry of Environment had developed a
strategy of how renaturation measures could be integrated into the DARP, but this was not included.
The NGO regrets this, as renaturation would also create jobs and encourage tourism, and the DARP
could have contributed to establishing structures to implement the respective requirements under the
Green Deal155.
A particularly controversial point is investment 1.2.3 – innovation premium for subsidies for sales of
electronically run vehicles, and refers to the fact that the DARP includes measures that finance both
electronic motorisation and hybrid motors. This has been criticised by several actors (environmental
NGOs, Green Recovery Tracker, The Greens/EFA) as not corresponding to climate protection targets,
and the Greens even assess this measure as non-compliant with the RRF Regulation156. According to
the Ministry of Finance, it is very difficult to subsidise research and development for solely electronic
and for hybrid motors separately, because companies largely develop them hand-in-hand157.
The Greens also see the funding for gas boilers as problematic and argue that the compliance with Annex
III should be specifically demonstrated. The DARP specifies that gas hybrid boilers will only be
subsidised if at least 25% comes from alternative energy, and highlights that investment in gas
condensing boilers are part of a larger programme on building renovation aiming to increase energy
efficiency158.
According to the Green Recovery Tracker (09/02/2021), the draft DARP achieves only 34% of the green
spending share which is below the 37% EU benchmark and below the 40% that are claimed in the plan.
This has been argued to be largely due to ‘weak governance and strategic ambition’ reflecting a lack of
fully transformative measures. Part of the critique also refers to the funding of hybrid motors (see
above)159; however, it was also questioned why the DARP focuses so much on hydrogen instead of
allocating more resources to energy efficiency measures.
An example of good practice is that the DARP does not directly support fossil fuel industries, i.e. a
general purchase premium for all new cars that was requested by the automotive industry was not
included in the plan, which is seen as ‘a significant shift in public opinion and political power play’160.
The support measures for transforming the automotive industry are seen as very positive, except for the
154

Position Paper by German League for Nature and Environment (Deutscher Naturschutzring) on the draft DARP, Open letter regarding the
EU reconstruction facility: Germany has to improve (Offener Brief zum EU-Wiederaufbaupaket: Deutschland muss nachbessern), Berlin,
19/02/2012, available at: https://germanwatch.org/de/19878.
155
Interview with representative of the Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union.
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Position Paper by German League for Nature and Environment (see above); Green Recovery Tracker - Germany; The Greens/EFA, Open
letter on the ongoing assessment of national Recovery and Resilience Plans by the Commission.
157
Interview with representative of Ministry of Finance.
158
159
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DARP, p.300.
Interview with representative of Ministry of Finance.
Green Recovery Tracker - Germany
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‘truck fleet renewal programme which also supports internal combustion engine vehicles’ and which
has been deleted from the revised DARP upon the request of stakeholders (see below). Another positive
example is the ‘lowering of the renewable energy surcharge paid by electricity consumers161.
Furthermore, promoting public procurement of buses and subsidising railway transport with alternative
motors is seen as a good practice, because these forms of transport are seen as an important alternative
to individual (car) transport with regard to climate protection and sustainability162. The subsidies for
creating fuel and charging infrastructure are also seen as a positive development, however, they mainly
benefit the population with higher income who can afford own (electric) cars163.
In the impact assessment of the German Institute for Economic Research (DIW), the support measures
for climate-friendly mobility do not receive the full score, as the climate consequences of subsidising
vehicles, even if low in emissions, are debatable164. The other two components of focus area 1 receive
full points in the assessment of effects on climate and environment. Furthermore, a few other measures
under other focus areas are also seen as relevant for protection of the climate and environment, especially
in the field of digitalisation of the economy and infrastructure165.
The report by the Forum for Eco-social Market Economy (FOES) highlights that many of the measures
in the DARP contribute to climate protection, but criticises the focus on road transport, while only
including minor investment for railway transport and not at all mentioning foot and bicycle transport166.
The latter are climate friendly alternative means of transport and could also benefit from investment in
infrastructure. The focus on road transport may have some adverse effects, such as that it mainly benefits
richer population groups (because purchase incentives benefit those who can afford electric cars). The
report also highlights that the plans of some other Member States include these alternatives.
Inclusion of social sustainability
The plan covers several concepts: leaving no-one behind (several measures address vulnerable groups);
social resilience (e.g. measures for more resilient social security systems); access to the labour market
(several measures address education, especially for disadvantaged groups); social protection and
inclusion (several measures address social participation, see below).
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Green Recovery Tracker - Germany
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Bär, H. et al. (2021), Deutscher Aufbau-und Resilienzplan: verpasste Chance für eine klimafreundliche und soziale Mobilität?, Policy
Brief (04/2021) zum Entwurf des Deutsches Aufbau-und Resilienzplans, Forum ökosoziale Marktwirtschaft.
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Ibid.
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Clemens, M., Kemfert, C., Michelsen, C. (DIW Berlin) and Schulze Dueding, J., Goerge, M., Neuhoff, J. (DIW Econ GmbH), Quantitative
and qualitative impact assessment of the measures of the German reconstruction and resilience plan (DARP) (Quantitative und qualitative
Wirkungsanalyse der Maßnahmen des Deutschen Aufbau-und Resilienzplans (DARP), Final Report, 31/03/2021, available as Annex to the
DARP:
https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/DE/Standardartikel/Themen/Europa/DARP/5-annex-1-diwgutachten.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=6, p.16.
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Clemens, M., Kemfert, C., Michelsen, C. (DIW Berlin) and Schulze Dueding, J., Goerge, M., Neuhoff, J. (DIW Econ GmbH), Quantitative
and qualitative impact assessment of the measures of the German reconstruction and resilience plan (DARP) (Quantitative und qualitative
Wirkungsanalyse der Maßnahmen des Deutschen Aufbau-und Resilienzplans (DARP), Final Report, 31/03/2021, available as Annex to the
DARP:
https://www.bundesfinanzministerium.de/Content/DE/Standardartikel/Themen/Europa/DARP/5-annex-1-diwgutachten.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=6, p.15.
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Bär, H. Et al., (2021), Deutscher Aufbau-und Resilienzplan: verpasste Chance für eine klimafreundliche und soziale Mobilität?, Policy
Brief (04/2021) zum Entwurf des Deutsches Aufbau-und Resilienzplans, Forum ökosoziale Marktwirtschaft.
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The European Green Deal is mentioned in the context of measures on climate protection and energy
transition (focus area 1); EPSR is given importance and referred to many times in the description of the
objectives and implementation of the measures. In relation to the EPSR, the DARP mentions in its
introductory part the components and types of measures that are particularly relevant to the achievement
of the EPSR’s goals (especially focus areas 3 and 4)167.
Generational fairness is part of the objectives under focus area 4 (strengthening social participation).
Furthermore, the plan mentions under the description of component 4.1 that its measures contribute to
the goals of the General Equal Treatment Act (Allgemeines Gleichbehandlungsgesetz AGG) and the
Gender Equality Strategy, which was adopted in July 2020 and is cross-cutting over different
departments. It also explains that the following measures contribute specifically to national goals to
achieve further equity and equal opportunities for different population groups; at the same time, the
following measures are said to contribute to the principles of the EPSR (especially Lifelong learning,
gender equality, equal opportunities, support for employment, support for children):
 Component 2.2 ‘digitalisation of the economy’ contains a concept of ‘Association of continuing
training’ which encourages managers to invest more in the qualification of their employees.
 Component 3.4 ‘modernisation of education institutions of the Federal Armed Forces’: online
formats and distance learning shall increase equal opportunities, including between gender
groups, by enabling students with family obligations to take part in distance education; it also
includes the establishment of a scientific digitalisation and technology centre that shall employ
around 400 persons.
 Component 3.1 ‘digitalisation of education’ contributes to improving learning, teaching and
training in the German education system by offering digital tools; this shall increase access to
education, including by providing people with the necessary digital competence to participate
in different education formats and forms.
 Component 4.1 ‘strengthening social participation’ contributes to equal opportunities of all
children through the measure ‘child day care financing 2020-2021’ by providing these children
with a basis for further education and increasing social integration; the possibility of attending
a day care facility is especially beneficial for socially disadvantaged children.
 Also under component 4.1, the measure ‘securing vocational training spots’ provides financial
support to companies that provide vocational training according to several criteria; the measure
particularly promotes the participation of women in vocational training, especially in sectors
that were hit by the pandemic.
 Component 4.1. also includes the measure ‘digital pension overview’ which is targeted at all
citizens. However, women are particularly targeted as beneficiaries, as they often experience
disadvantage in relation to pensions, and this tool will allow them to be informed about their
situation and to plan better accordingly. The tool will furthermore be designed in a way that is
easily accessible by all citizens, including those with disabilities.
 Component 5.1 ‘strengthening a pandemic-resilient health system’ aims to strengthen the digital
and technical aspects of the public health services, which in turn is expected to be beneficial to
citizens.
 In a similar sense, the ‘future program for hospitals’ aims to increase digitalisation in hospitals
and technological improvement in emergency rooms, which in turn is expected to be beneficial
167

DARP, p.44.
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for patients and employees in hospitals (e.g. improving accessibility of services and increasing
efficiency of procedures in hospitals).
In relation to education, the DARP refers to the ‘Digital Pact Education’ (DigitalPakt Schule) which is
an agreement between the federal state and the Länder and has the goal of establishing up-to-date digital
infrastructure in all schools in Germany until 2024. Education falls under the competence of the Länder
which is why the measures related to education are all in the field of ‘provision of infrastructure’ or
‘research’ (because there are specific agreements on transfers by the federal state to the Länder). The
measures for social participation are designed to cover different stages of a person’s life – childcare,
working life and vocational training as well as old-age protection. The DARP makes explicit reference
to the 2019 CSR to reduce disincentives for employment; to increase the competence level of
disadvantaged groups, and to ensure the long-term stability of the pension system while maintaining an
adequate pension level.
The plan lists focus areas, and for each of those, the specific investment or reform measures (see column
1 in Table 17 below). For each of these specific investment areas, it describes in detail the objectives,
implementation steps, budget and target groups. Indicators for monitoring are not specified, although
several objectives include quantitative targets.
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Table 17: Main types of reforms and investments concerning social sustainability included in the German recovery plan

Investments and reforms

Short description (incl.
RRF component168)

Principles and concepts
addressed

Sector and/or stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives and indicators 169

Focus area 3 (one
component only):
digitalisation of education

Budget: 5.1%

CSRs: investment in digital
change, especially education
and digital competences;
precondition for greater wage
growth

3.1: school authorities of all schools in
Germany

*investments in digital
change, in digitalisation of
education, promotion of
digital competences

Investments and reforms:
3.1 teacher devices
3.2: education platform
3.3. education competence
centres
3.4: modernisation of
education institutions of the
Federal Armed Forces

RFF components: digital
transformation; social and
territorial cohesion;
health; economic; social
and institutional
resilience; politics for the
next generation

EU Flagships:
*5. modernising
*7. retraining and continuous
training

3.2: pupils, students, apprentices, persons
in professional or private continuous
training, teachers, trainers and mentors
3.3: universities that have courses for
teachers, academic institutions,
institutions for training to become a
teacher, seminars for student teachers,
institutions of continuous learning for
teachers, actors involved in training
teachers

*the four individual reforms
are implemented in the
context of larger measures for
digitalisation of education,
taken by the federal state and
the Länder

3.4: all trainers and students in the armed
forces
Focus area 4 (one
component only):
strengthening social
participation
Investments and reforms:
4.1.: special fund ‘expansion
of childcare’ – investment
programme ‘child day care
financing’ 2020/2021
168

Budget: 4.5%
RFF components:
intelligent, sustainable
and inclusive growth;
social and territorial
cohesion; health;
economic; social and
institutional resilience;

European Pillar of Social
Rights: high relevance
Policy areas: childcare,
working life,
education/vocational training
and old-age provision
CSRs: (2019) to diminish
disincentives that counteract
an increase in employment

4.1: bodies responsible for childcare
facilities and child day care (Länder,
communes and other); families; socially
disadvantaged children; children with
disabilities
4.2.: society
4.3.: enterprises with up to 499
employees (SMEs) in all economic
sectors and training facilities in health

*implement a fiscal policy
strategy that ensures
generational fairness by
distributing the financial
burden for social security
systems across the whole of
society
*strengthening social
resilience and participation

Based on the seven components in SWD(2020) 205, Part 1

169

In part 2, the DARP includes detailed milestones and (quantitative) targets for each investment/reform under each component. Often, the quantitative targets refer to (but not only) the amount of budget that shall be
spent on a certain reform or part of the reform with a timeline, the number of projects that shall be implemented or funding requests approved by a certain date. This column only includes the quantitative targets that
relate to actual content of the measures, e.g. GHG emissions.
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4.2: social guarantee 2021
4.3: programme ‘secure
vocational training spots’
4.4.: reform programme
‘support of pupils with
learning deficits due to the
pandemic’ within the ‘action
programme catching up after
Corona for children and
adolescents for the years
2021/2022’
4.5: digital pension overview

politics for the next
generation

Focus area 5 (one
component only):
strengthening a pandemicresilient health system

Budget: 16.3%

Investments and reforms: 5.1:
digital and technical
strengthening of the Public
Health Services
5.2.: future programme
hospitals
5.3.: special programme on
speeding up R&D on
necessary vaccines against
SARS-CoC-2

and improve competence
levels of disadvantaged groups
EU Flagships:
1. renovate, 7. retraining and
continuous training, 5.
modernise

RFF components: social
and territorial cohesion,
health; economic; social
and institutional resilience

European Pillar of Social
Rights: high relevance
CSRs: Investments in the
resilience of the health system,
especially development of
vaccines; investments in
digital change and
improvements of digital
administrative services on all
levels
EU Flagships:
5. modernising

and social occupations that currently face
economic difficulties; professional
training facilities or services
4.4.: pupils (from vulnerable groups),
schools, learning facilities
4.5.: citizens who are close to retirement

5.1: public administration institutions
which are in charge of the public health
services
5.2.: hospitals
5.3.: pharmaceutical and
biotechnological research industry with
an establishment or branch office in
Germany

*5.1.:modernisation of the
Public Health Services and
creating interoperable digital
infrastructure for the
connection of the public
health offices and other actors
of the Public Health Services
*5.2: promoting hospital
plans, especially improving
the degree of digitalisation
*5.3.: supporting vaccine
developers to make available
serums against SARS-CoV-2
as fast as possible
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In particular, focus areas 4 (strengthening social participation) and focus area 5 (strengthening a
pandemic-resilient health system) were assessed to be highly relevant to the implementation of the EPSR
in the expert report by DIW (annexed to the DARP). Furthermore, the measures relate to several CSRs
made for Germany in 2019 and 2020, as indicated in the table above.
Furthermore, the DIW assessment also included the relevance of all measures to ‘resilience’, ‘social
rights’ (EPSR) and ‘cohesion’ which are relevant aspects to social sustainability. This assessment
showed that the focus areas 3-5 described in the table above are mostly highly relevant (3 out of 3 points)
or medium relevant (2 out of 3 points) to the criteria. In addition to the measures with clear social goals
described above, it was assessed by the DIW that other measures aiming at investing in the automotive
industry and in continuous vocational training of employees and development of new training
programmes have a strong contribution to a dynamic labour market and therefore to the objectives of
the EPSR.
In reference to the EPSR, and as had been requested by the German Association of Trade Unions, the
latter highlights that the relationships between the measures and the EPSR should have been mentioned
in more detail and in a more concrete way. Measures that are seen as more directly linked to the EPSR
would be in the field of active labour market policy, for example, more possibilities or even the right to
continuing vocational training and qualifications, or a better regulation for ‘mini jobs’ for which there
are exemptions from social security contributions170.
Social welfare NGOs pointed out that it would be useful to support digital development in social and
welfare services, for which a strong need became evident during the pandemic171. However, this does
not seem to have been integrated in to the DARP, which focuses on digital development in public health
services.
Regarding digitalisation in education, it was pointed out that it would be necessary to invest in structural
and human resources that could increase ‘media competence’ among teachers and pupils172.
Furthermore, support for using digital tools should be extended to pre-school facilities. The Federation
of German Trade Unions furthermore pointed out that while the measures on education were welcomed,
a focus should have been put on investment in human capital and especially continuing vocational
training. These are important because Germany is facing a large structural change173.
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Interview with representative of the Federation of German Trade Unions.
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Position Paper by German Caritas Association and Diakonie Germany (Deutscher Caritasverband e.V. und Diakonie Deutschland),
Comment on the German Reconstruction and Resilience Plan: comments and indications of Diakonie Germany and the German Caritas
Association (Kommentierung des Deutschen Aufbau-und Resilienzplans: Anmerkungen und Hinweise der Diakonie Deutschland und des
Deutschen Caritas-verbandes), sent by email.
172
Position Paper by German Association for Public and Private Welfare (Geschäftsstelle des Deutschen Vereins für öffentliche und private
Fürsorge e.V. ), Stellungnahme der Geschäftsstelle des Deutschen Vereins für öffentliche und private Fürsorge e.V. zum Entwurf des
Deutschen Aufbau- und Resilienzplans (DARP) in der von der Bundesregierung beschlossenen Fassung vom 16. Dezember 2020, 19/02/2021,
available at: https://www.deutscher-verein.de/de/empfehlungenstellungnahmen-2021-stellungnahme-der-geschaeftsstelle-des-deutschenvereins-fuer-oeffentliche-und-private-fuersorge-ev-zum-entwurf-des-deutschen-aufbau-und-resilienzplans-darp-in-der-von-derbundesregierung-beschloss-4335,2136,1000.html.
173
Interview with representative of the Federation of German Trade Unions.
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Concerning the obligations to bring about structural reform that derive from the CSR, the German Trade
Unions welcome the education guarantee, but would like to have seen in particular the strengthening of
tariff obligations - a necessary area for promoting wage growth174.
Overall, it can be noted that a large share of the budget is allocated to health-related measures while
measures related to education and social participation only receive minor shares, compared to other
focus areas. This is most likely due to the context of the DARP which remains primarily a health crisis.
Several stakeholders, as well as the report by the FOES175 criticise that the DARP includes mainly
measures that are already part of the national recovery plan (Konjunkturprogramm) adopted earlier in
2020. Indeed, this was confirmed by the Ministry and justified by the fact that the budget allocated under
the EU RRF is much smaller than the budget of the national programme (EUR 130 billion), and the
included measures have been specifically designed for the recovery. Therefore, certain measures that
were in line with the requirements under the RRF were selected and partly adapted and some new ones
added for the DARP.176
Involvement of civil society
The participation of the following actors is mentioned explicitly in the DARP177: The Federal Ministry
of Finance coordinates the application for and the use of the RRF funds and is responsible for the whole
process. It coordinates with the Federal Chancellery, the German Bundestag and the individual
ministries responsible for the individual measures. Furthermore, the federal states were informed about
the development of the plan in December, January, February and March. The federal states were asked
for comments on the revised draft DARP on 1 April, and their positions were integrated in the final
DARP which was documented and justified in a cabinet resolution on 21 Aprilt.
Furthermore, the national productivity committee (Nationaler Produktivitätsausschuss) was asked to
provide a position paper which is published in Annex to the DARP. The social partners represented
through the German Employers’ Association (BDA), the Federation of German Industries (BDI), the
Federation of German Trade Unions (DGB) and the United Services Union (ver.di) were informed about
the general strategy of the plan in November 2020 and were asked to provide their positions on the draft
plan in February 2021 which were then taken into account for the finalisation of the plan.
Among the civil society organisations, some main welfare organisations were consulted during the
finalisation of the DARP by the Federal Ministry of Employment and Social Affairs (BMAS).
Environmental NGOs sent a collective position paper upon the initiative of the German League for
Nature and Environment. As a result, environmental NGOs were invited to discuss the plan with the
Ministry in a call. However, this was in March 2021 and already at the stage where the plan could not
be considerably revised anymore178. Furthermore, there were a number of information sessions with
174

Interview with representative of the Federation of German Trade Unions.
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Bär, H. et al., (2021), Deutscher Aufbau-und Resilienzplan: verpasste Chance für eine klimafreundliche und soziale Mobilität?, Policy
Brief (04/2021) zum Entwurf des Deutsches Aufbau-und Resilienzplans, Forum ökosoziale Marktwirtschaft.
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Interview with representative of the Ministry of Finance.
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DARP, part 3, p.1066.
Interview with representative of the Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union (NABU).
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other civil society organisations, e.g. the European Youth Forum, where the DARP was discussed. No
consultations with the wider public were organised.
According to the EESC’s assessment of the consultation processes in Member States, the social partners
in Germany reported that regular meetings were organised for the drafting of the plan but that they were
primarily informative and did not provide opportunities for substantial contributions to the design of the
plan. In general, the ‘thoroughness of consultation’ in Germany was rated as ‘medium’179.
The Federation of German Trade Unions as well as environmental and welfare NGOs criticised that they
were not properly consulted during the development of the DARP. The Federation of German Trade
Unions lamented that they were merely invited to an informal discussion about the procedure of the plan
in November 2020 where they were asked about priorities, but the intended content of the plan was not
discussed180. Reportedly, they were then presented with targets that had already been decided and asked
to submit a position paper in February 2021. On the other hand, the Federation of German Trade Unions
mentioned in their position paper that ideally they should have been consulted and should be consulted
in the future in the same way as they are for the process of the ESIF, which provides a much more formal
consultation frame where the social partners also have more say in the implementation of measures.
However, the Federation acknowledges that there is no legal basis for such an involvement in the context
of the DARP181.
The representative of the Federal Ministry of Finance argued that the time given by the European
Commission to establish the plan was extremely short and the criteria to be taken into account numerous;
furthermore, most measures included in the DARP had already been developed for the national recovery
plan and stakeholders should have already been involved in the development of those measures by the
respective ministries182. In addition, the representative stated that because the measures included in the
DARP had largely already been designed for the national recovery package, stakeholders would have
potentially (also) been involved in their design through consultations by the individual ministries.
In terms of positions and comments of stakeholders and social partners being taken into account in the
(revised) plan, the following can be observed: a consultation was carried out with members of the
European Youth Forum in the form of a webinar discussion on topics such as education. This
consultation led to including a measure to support pupils who have encountered learning difficulties due
to the pandemic (measure 4.4., see above)183.
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EESC, Appendix to the Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works
and what does not?’, ECO/545.
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Position Paper by the Federation of German Trade Unions (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) on the draft DARP, Stellungnahme des
Deutschen Gewerkschaftsbundes zum Entwurf des Deutschen Aufbau-und Resilienzplans, 15/02/2021, available at:
https://www.dgb.de/downloadcenter/++co++e7aacd7e-714f-11eb-a1a2-001a4a160123.
181
Position Paper by the Federation of German Trade Unions (see above) and interview with representative of Federation of German Trade
Unions.
182
Interview with representative of Federal Ministry of Finance.
183

DARP, p.1071.
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The input from stakeholders regarding the goal to ‘do no significant harm’ in relation to environmental
goals, among others, led to the decision to not include in the DARP the fleet renewal programme and
the reduction of vehicle tax for passenger vehicles that are specifically low in emissions184.
Other inputs were reflected in the strengthening of public and private investment (input from employers
BDI); the inclusion of IPCEIs; extension and prolongation of the programme ‘securing vocational
training positions’ (input from employers BDA); documenting and assessing the relevance of the DARP
and potential effects in relation to the goals of the EPSR by adding this dimension (input from the
employees DGB)185.
The measures regarding education were discussed with the Länder which have the competence on
primary and secondary school education as well as with other institutions working on education and
who are representatives of teachers.
Regarding involvement of CSOs and social partners in the implementation, the representative from the
Federation of German Trade Unions stated that they did not know yet how they were going to be
involved during the implementation phase. They assume to merely be informed through the reporting
obligation twice a year, but are not sure about any involvement going beyond this. They claim that
ideally they should be involved in the same way as they are involved in the implementation of the ESIF
where the social partners are present in committees and have a say regarding the distribution of the
budget at regional and Länder level186.
According to the Ministry of Finance, direct beneficiaries of the measures will largely be enterprises,
because a large share of the budget relates to research and development. However, CSOs/NGOs or local
communities can also be beneficiaries as project developers, especially in the following investment
areas:
 Component 4.1: Childcare: the target group are childcare and day care facilities run by the
Länder and the communes, but also run by other entities187;
 Component 4.1: Programme ‘Secure vocational training spots’: Institutions offering vocational
training in health and social care professions.
The wider public can benefit directly in financial terms, especially from subsidies for electric vehicles
(Component 1.2).

184
185
186
187

DARP, p.1071.
Ibid.
Interview with representative of Federation of German Trade Unions.
DARP, p.736.

82

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

Poland
General information about the plan
Member State

Poland

Name and date of the
plan

The National Plan of Reconstruction (the full title is The National Plan
of Reconstruction and Increasing Resilience – Krajowy Plan Odbudowy
i Zwiększania Odporności)

Time horizon

2021-2026

Link to the plan

https://www.gov.pl/web/planodbudowy/kpo-wyslany-do-komisjieuropejskiej

Stakeholders who
provided feedback

ClientEarth (environmental NGO)
Pracodawcy RP (Employers of the Republic of Poland)
Solidarność (“Solidarity”, trade union)

Poland will be one of the largest beneficiaries of the RRF, with a budget of EUR 23.9 billion available
for grants and EUR 34 billion available for loans. Poland has decided to use the grants part in its entirety,
and in addition to make use of EUR 12.1 billion out of the budget available for loans (i.e. the total budget
amounts to EUR 36 billion). The Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy (MFRP) is leading the process
of preparation of the National Plan of Reconstruction (NPR). The first draft plan published on the MFRP
website on 26 February 2021 referred only to the part of the total budget available for grants, while the
second draft published on 3 May (after the public consultations) refers to both parts of the total budget
consisting of grants and loans188.
The overarching goal of the NPR is: “rebuilding of the development potential of the economy which
was lost due to the pandemic, support for the creation of sustainable competitiveness of the economy
and long-term increase of the level of the society welfare”189. This objective will be achieved through
acceleration of a low-emission circular economy based on green and digital growth. The NPR is divided
into five main components, which are summarised in the following table.
Table 18: Budget allocation in the Polish recovery plan

Component
A: Resilience and competitiveness of the economy (13.1%)

Budget (EUR million)

4 500 of grants and 245 of loans

B: Green energy and increasing energy efficiency (39.8%)

5 700 of grants and 8 600 of loans

C: Digital transformation (13.6%)

2 970 of grants and 2 100 of loans

D: Accessibility and quality of health care (12.6%)

4 100 of grants and 450 of loans

188

Our analysis of the Plan is primarily based on the document published on 3 May which is available on the following website:
https://www.gov.pl/web/planodbudowy.
189
P.25 of the NPR.

83

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

Component

Budget (EUR million)

6 800 of grants and 700 of loans

E: Green, intelligent mobility (20.9%)
Total

24 000 in grants and 12 000 in loans

The plan addresses all the six policy areas/pillars indicated in the RRF Regulation, i.e. green transition,
digital transformation, smart, sustainable and inclusive growth and jobs, social and territorial cohesion,
health and resilience, and policies for the next generation, including education and skills190. Two of the
components are most relevant for green transition, i.e. component B (green energy and energy
efficiency) and E (green, intelligent mobility). According to the self-assessment of contribution of the
Plan to climate action, climate-related outlays will amount to 48.3% (18.2% of the grants-part and 68.3%
of the loans-part) vis-a-vis the EU requirement of 37% as indicated in the RRF Regulation.
The presentation of each component of the Plan lists the specific SDGs which can be linked to it and
indicates in what way each component addresses the selected CSRs of the European Semester for the
years 2019 and 2020. The Plan also describes its contribution to the seven flagship initiatives of the EU
described in the ASGS 2021, i.e. Power up, Renovate, Recharge and refuel, Connect, Modernise, Scaleup, Reskill and upskill191. Table 19 below summarises the way in which the principles of environmental
and social sustainability have been addressed by the Polish NPR.
Table 19: Overview of sustainability concepts covered in the Polish recovery plan

Principles & concepts
Environmental sustainability
Sustainable development
Decoupling/economic growth
resource use
Climate neutrality

Reference in the plan

decoupled

from

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation/low-carbon
transition
Circular economy/resource-efficient economy
Energy efficiency and building renovation
Sustainable transport/mobility
Sustainable food system

Protection of natural capital and ecosystems
Zero pollution
Green transition

190
191

Yes, throughout the document.
No.
Yes but rather vaguely, without explicitly stating that
Poland will aim to achieve the EU goal of reaching
climate neutrality by 2050.
Yes, especially in component B ‘Green energy and
increasing energy efficiency’.
Yes, as one of the main objectives.
Yes, especially in component B ‘Green energy and
increasing energy efficiency’.
Yes, especially in component E ‘Green, intelligent
mobility’.
Not explicitly, but component A ‘Resilience and
competitiveness of the economy’ contains measures
aiming to shorten the production and delivery chain of
food.
Yes, especially in components B and E.
Yes but only in component D on health care.
Yes, throughout the document.

See A recovery plan for Europe: Recovery and Resilience Facility adopted.
European Commission, 2020, Communication from the Commission, Annual Sustainable Growth Strategy 2021, COM(2020) 575 final.
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Principles & concepts
Do no (significant) harm/green oath
Social sustainability
Fairness
Leaving no-one behind

Just transition
Economy of wellbeing
Social resilience

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market

Fair working conditions

Social protection and inclusion

Reference in the plan
Yes, all the components have been assessed positively
vs DNSH rule
Not explicitly
Not explicitly, but there are measures promoting better
social inclusion; furthermore, gender equality and
equal opportunities are transversal rules implemented
across the NPR
Yes, mentioned in the context of energy policy, digital
transition and Just Transition Fund
No
Not explicitly, but some measures regarding the labour
market (component A, e.g. childcare and increased
flexibility in the labour market) aim to strengthen this
aspect
Yes, in the context of some measures planned in
component A: ‘Resilience and competitiveness of the
economy’; gender equality and equal opportunities are
transversal rules of the NPR
Not explicitly, but measures counteracting exclusion
of certain groups from the labour market (component
A) address this concept
Yes, especially in measures related to counteracting
social exclusion (component A)

According to the MFRP, gathering proposals of reforms and projects from a range of partners including
other ministries, regional authorities and social and economic partners was the main mechanism that
was used in the process of creating the NPR192. The MFRP asked individual ministries to prepare
proposals for economic reforms that will be supported under the NPR. Furthermore, the MFRP received
over 1,200 project proposals relating to various fields193. 641 proposals were sent by various ministries
and other central public institutions and a further 557 by each of sixteen regional authorities. As part of
the analysis of the submitted proposals, links between the projects were defined. Similar projects have
been combined into so-called umbrella projects194.
Working groups organised according to the main components of the NPR carried out the preliminary
assessment of the proposals submitted to the MFRP. The working groups included representatives of
various ministries, managing authorities of operational programmes, regional authorities, social and
economic partners, and external experts.
The ministers and vice-ministers of all economic sectors are gathered in the Coordination Committee
for Development Policy. The Committee has developed a matrix for mapping and assessment of the

192
193
194

NPR: How do we work?
NPR: How do we work?
The NPR: How do we assess the proposed investments?
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proposed projects. Both the proposed projects and the reforms are subject to discussions with the
European Commission, which will finally accept the NPR195.
Inclusion of environmental sustainability
The NPR refers in its main objectives to circular economy and green growth. The Plan indicates that the
specific goals will stimulate investments, economic growth and employment and in the longer term they
will contribute to ensuring sustainable development in its three principle dimensions: economic, social
and environmental. Green transformation of the economy and development of green, intelligent mobility
are mentioned among the specific goals of the Plan196.
Protection of natural capital and ecosystems is not mentioned among the main objectives of the Plan,
but it appears in some of the components, in particular in component B: “Green energy and increasing
energy efficiency” and E: “Green, intelligent mobility”. Sustainable food system is not specifically
mentioned, however component A (Resilience and competitiveness of the economy) does include
investments in the development of potential in the food sector, improvement of the position of food
producers and shortening the chain of food delivery and distribution. Zero pollution is only mentioned
in the context of component D: “Accessibility and quality of health care”.
The European Green Deal and SDGs appear several times throughout the document (the SDGs feature
in the assessment of each of the components). The Plan refers to the Circular Economy Action Plan in
component D focusing on health care. Other EU documents and laws such as the European Climate
Law, “Clean energy for all”, Renovation Wave for Europe, Sustainable and Smart Mobility, Biodiversity
Strategy, Farm to Fork Strategy, and Environmental Action Plan 2030 are not mentioned. The
Taxonomy Regulation is mentioned only in the context of the ‘do no significant harm’ (DNSH) rule that
is used to assess each component. Each component is assessed in terms of its contribution to climate
action and environment with the use of Rio Markers; the assessment also includes assessment of
compliance with the DNSH rule.
Application of the DNSH rule is explained in a separate section of the NPR197. The analysis was carried
out by an independent contractor and was based on various methods including desk research, statistical
analysis and diagnosis of the current state of the environment in comparison with the goals of the NPR,
in light of the EU guidelines related to the use of the DNSH rule. This analysis led to the conclusion that
all reforms and investments comply with the DNSH rule with respect to the designated environmental
goals. The NPR indicates that all the planned reforms and investments will be additionally verified
during obligatory procedures according to the rules of the EIA and SEA. The DNSH rule will also be
taken into account in competitions for future beneficiaries and during the preparations of the lists of
priority projects. The NPR contains a short description of an assessment of the DNSH rule for each of
the five components.
Climate neutrality is mentioned several times throughout the document, especially in the context of
energy efficiency measures. The document mentions that certain measures are needed ‘in the process of
195
196
197

NPR: How do we work?
NPR p.26.
NPR p.93.
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reaching climate neutrality’ or ‘in the light of the goal of the EU to achieve climate neutrality by 2050’.
However, it does not present this as the goal of the Polish NPR or of any other Polish strategies. A lack
of concrete programmes for creating new, sustainable workplaces as a result of green transition and the
process of reaching climate neutrality in the spirit of just transition has been criticised by the largest
Polish trade union198. The same stakeholder has also expressed concern about insufficient coverage of
renewable energy sources other than wind and biomethane. At the same time, the particular attention
that the NPR places on the development of solutions promoting energy prosumers and energy
communities was very much appreciated and can be seen as a good practice – see the following box.
Box 7: Promotion of energy communities in the Polish NPR

Specific objective B2 of the Polish NPR features development of renewable energy installations managed by
energy communities. Energy communities will include energy clusters, energy cooperatives and other energy
communities resulting from the implementation of the RED II Directive, as well as groups of prosumers
(collective and virtual prosumers) with particular emphasis on the role of local government units (e.g.
municipalities and associations thereof) forming local energy communities. In order to support energy
communities, the Polish legal act on renewable energy and its executive orders will be amended to facilitate
implementation of the model of energy prosumers and energy communities; furthermore, the NPR envisages
that by 2026, 139 energy communities will receive pre-investment support and 10 will receive investment
support.

The document was not submitted to the SEA procedure, which is seen as a major drawback by another
stakeholder. Other deficiencies noted by this representative of environmental NGOs include lack of a
declaration that the NPR will not support coal and gas related investments and the fact that the NPR
does not indicate any targets relating to curbing emissions of air pollutants that result from low emission
in the housing sector. Box 8 provides more details about the issue of fossil fuels in the Polish NPR199.
Box 8: Fossil fuels in the Polish NPR

According to the Polish Energy Policy until 2040200, Poland will gradually move away from burning coal in
households in cities by 2030 and in rural areas by 2040, while natural gas will only be used temporarily during
the process of energy transition. While the Polish NPR contains multiple references to the Energy Policy, it
does not exclude coal and gas-fuelled installations from the possibility of receiving support. Such installations
can be supported under certain conditions such as emission standards for gas installations (up to 250 g of CO 2
per kWh) in the heating sector and buses compliant with EURO VI standard.
The Greens/EFA in their open letter to the President of the European Commission 201 point out this issue,
indicating additionally that the replacement of coal-based heating system by gas-fuelled installations has been
assessed in the Polish plan as a climate-friendly action (100% climate tag), which clearly violates DNSH rules
that allow this type of investments to be supported only as exceptions and must be assessed on a case-by-case
basis202.
198
199
200
201

Written opinion received from ‘Solidarność’ trade union, 18 May 2021.
Based on an interview with ClientEarth, 27 April 2021.
Energy Policy of Poland until 2040
The Greens/EFA, Open letter on the ongoing assessment of national Recovery and Resilience Plans by the Commission

202

See Annex 3 to the Technical guidance on the application of ‘do no significant harm’ under the Recovery and Resilience Facility
Regulation.
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Components B: Green energy and increasing energy efficiency and E: Green, intelligent mobility are
particularly relevant for the aspects of environmental sustainability. Together they contribute the most
to the green transformation indicated as the first pillar of the RRF. Green transformation will be
implemented through several reforms and investments. The principal reforms related to the green
transition are summarised below; the exemplary investments together with a summary of the legislative
changes/reforms are listed in Table 20 below.
The main reforms supporting the green transformation within component B include four main elements:
1) Clean air and energy efficiency; 2) Improving conditions for the development of hydrogen technology
and other decarbonated gas; 3) Improving conditions for the development of RES and 4) Support for
sustainable water and wastewater management in rural areas.
Within component E, green transformation is divided into three main elements: 1) increasing the use of
environmentally friendly transport – electromobility, 2) increasing the competitiveness of the railway
sector and 3) increasing transport safety.
The main reforms pertaining to both components B and E will encompass the following elements:
- Continuation of implementation of the Energy Policy of Poland until 2040, which was adopted
in February 2021. The policy envisages building a new energy system in Poland over the next
two decades. Energy transformation has the following goals for the year 2030: to lower the use
of coal in electricity production to 56% (in a scenario with high prices of allowances for CO2
emissions, the share of coal can drop to 37%), to lower the use of primary energy by 23% as
compared to the PRIMES scenario of 2007, to have a 23% share of renewable energy sources
(RES) in final use of energy, and to lower greenhouse gas emissions by 30%.
- Improving conditions for the development of RES, including wind energy at sea and on land
and including better regulation of non-point energy sources and prosumer solutions.
- Development of alternative energy sources including sustainable and low-emission hydrogen
and biomethane.
- Launching of a nuclear energy plant in 2033 – this investment will not use the RRF funding.
- Creating incentives for energy saving, including the revision of the thermo-modernisation law.
- Increasing support for programmes of modernisation of heating sources and for the ‘Clean Air’
programme. Phasing out coal combustion in households in urban areas by 2030 and in rural
areas by 2040.
- Facilitation of transformation to a circular economy according to the provisions of the Roadmap
to circular economy which was adopted by the Council of Ministers in September 2019.
- Promotion of zero-emission solutions in public and private transport.
- Creation of the Fund for Green Urban Transformation, which will be co-managed by territorial
self-governments. The Fund will finance bottom-up initiatives related to regional, sub-national
and local development strategies that are aiming to achieve climate transformation of urban
areas, improve air quality, contribute to green and blue infrastructure, support biodiversity and
limit human pressure on the environment.
According to the NPR, the document implements all the recommendations of the European Semester
from the years 2019 and 2020 with special attention to the recommendations regarding green and digital
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transformation, clean and efficient production, use of energy and sustainable transport, as well as
innovation and healthcare.
In the part of the NPR devoted to compliance with the CSR concerning energy policy, the NPR refers
to the Polish energy policy adopted in February 2021, which is based on three pillars: just transition,
zero-emission energy system and good air quality. The decarbonisation process aims to phase out hard
coal production until 2049. Increasing the use of RES and launching nuclear energy plants will be used
to speed up the decarbonisation process. Natural gas will be used as a transitional energy source.
Revision of the energy efficiency act will also support the decarbonisation process, with a national goal
of savings on final energy use at the end of 2030 amounting to 5,580 toe (tonnes of oil equivalent).
Regarding the CSRs related to transport, the NPR refers to the act on electromobility, which will be
revised with the aim of increasing the share of environmentally-friendly vehicles in public procurement,
increasing clean transport zones in cities and replacement of public transport fleets with more
environmentally friendly alternatives. The NPR also aims to increase the role of railway transport in all
transport modes, which will be achieved, among others, due to a reform of fees for access to railway
infrastructure.
The plan lists the main reforms expressed mostly as legislative changes and investments planned within
each of the five components of the document. Some concrete targets for implementation and/or
indicators for monitoring of the progress of the reforms and/or investments are given in the dedicated
sections concerning the milestones and indicators. The investments are in most cases described in
general terms (i.e. only types of investments are mentioned). Investments and reforms are organised
according to the specific objectives of each component. The investments that are relevant for
environmental sustainability are summarised in the table below for components B (green transition) and
E (green mobility)203; wherever available, the specific targets and indicators are also provided.

203

It can be noted, however, that some investments related to environmental sustainability can also be found in other specific objectives, e.g.
the objective A2 on innovation, which supports, among others, circular economy investments.
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Table 20: Main types of reforms and investments, targets and objectives concerning environmental sustainability included in the Polish recovery plan

Specific objective

Short description

Sustainability
principles/concepts

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative objectives or
indicators

B.1 Improvement of
energy efficiency in
the economy

Reforms: amending the act on energy
efficiency and updating the National
Programme of Air Protection; adopting
legislation on promotion of energy
generation in sea wind farms; amendment
of Energy law on energy storage.

Sustainable
development

Buildings/Public
buildings/Homeowners

90 new systemic heating sources by 2026

Climate neutrality
Energy transition

320 schools and 85 social organisations receiving
financial support for energy efficiency
improvements by 2026

Investments: replacement of inefficient
heating sources with modern energy
sources.
B.2 Increase of the
use of renewable
energy sources
(RES)

Reforms: adoption of a legal framework
regulating the functioning of hydrogen as
an alternative fuel in transport;
amendment of the legal act on RES and
its executive orders including
implementation of the model of energy
prosumers and RES energy communities;
amendment of the legal act on windmills;
adoption of executive orders concerning
promotion of sea windmills.
Investments: development of
technologies for the use of hydrogen in
transport, industry and power generation
sectors; creation of infrastructure for
production of low-emission renewable
hydrogen; construction and
modernisation of power transmission

860,000 ineffective heating sources replaced with
modern heating sources by 2026

Limiting the use of primary energy per unit of
product in energy enterprises by 125 toe by 2026
Sustainable
development
Climate neutrality
Energy transition

RES
prosumers
energy communities

320 MW capacity of installations for generation
of low-emission sustainable hydrogen by 2026
25 stations for tanking of hydrogen by 2026
379 km of new or modernised power
transmission lines by 2026
139 energy communities receiving preinvestment support and 10 energy communities
receiving investment support by 2026
Sea windmill power installed: 1,500 MW by
2026
Number of energy storage in homes: 28,000 by
2026
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Specific objective

Short description

Sustainability
principles/concepts

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative objectives or
indicators

Sustainable
development

Self-governments

8 areas with hazardous waste where fieldwork
has been carried out by 2024

networks; installation and service
terminals for offshore windmill farms.
B.3 Adaptation to
climate change and
limiting
environmental
degradation

Reforms: adoption of a legal act
concerning degraded areas and places of
deposition of hazardous waste; adoption
of a legal act on removal of hazardous
waste from the Baltic Sea; adoption of a
legal act on sustainable development of
cities; financial incentives for green selfgovernmental investments and creation
of a Fund for Green Transformation of
Cities.

Climate adaptation

Local authorities
City authorities

Creation of the Fund of Development of Urban
Areas and adoption of its investment strategy by
2022
Use of financial debt instruments in projects
concerning complex development of urban areas:
54 projects by 2023; 215 projects by 2024; 387
projects by 2025

Investments: revalidation of degraded
areas; hazardous waste disposal; urban
development.
E.1 Increase of the
share of lowemission and zeroemission transport
and counteracting
negative impact of
transport on
environment

Reforms: adoption of an amendment of
the legal act on development of public
bus connections; legislative changes
promoting low and zero-emission public
transport
Investments: additional production of
high-technology low-emission transport
infrastructure; purchase of zero and lowemission buses; purchase of trams and
trains.

8 sets of investment documentation for the
selected degraded areas and hazardous waste
deposited at the bottom of the Baltic Sea by 2026

Sustainable
development
Climate neutrality
Energy transition

Self-governments
Local authorities
City authorities

4,500 transport connections supported from the
special fund by 2024
30 Sustainable Urban Mobility Plans prepared by
2026
15 investments in low-emission transport fleets
by 2023
400 low emission buses purchased by 2023
1,580 buses purchased by 2026
110 trams purchased by 2026
75 trains purchased for regional railways
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A question remains on how the planned investments will be implemented on the ground and if they will
indeed result in lowering of greenhouse gas emissions and/or in achieving the planned targets and
indicators. Many investments are stated in rather vague terms so that their ultimate effect cannot be well
predicted204. Furthermore, many of the indicators refer to the number of investments or equipment rather
than to the quantitative targets in terms of lower emissions of concrete pollutants or other more
meaningful indicators. Therefore, it is impossible to judge to what extent the planned reforms and
investments will really contribute to a better sustainability of the Polish economy.
Inclusion of social sustainability
An increase in the living standards of society in the long-term is one of the strategic goals of the NPR,
with increased capacity of the economy to create high quality workplaces being established as one of
the main results of the Plan’s future implementation. Specific objectives feature an increase in social
capital, improvement of citizens’ health, a higher level of education and competences that are adjusted
to the needs of a modern economy. Strengthening of social and territorial cohesion is a transversal
objective of the NPR205.
The NPR does not explicitly refer to fairness or fair distribution of resources, it does not mention such
concepts as wellbeing economy or social resilience. Just transition is mentioned in the context of the
new energy policy of Poland which was adopted in February 2021, and in the context of just digital
transition. Furthermore, the Just Transition Fund is mentioned several times as an additional source of
funding for the selected measures and regions, especially regarding the coal mining sector.
Box 9: Just Transition in the Polish NPR

While the Polish NPR does not encompass specific investments related to just transition, it does indicate that
detailed actions concerning just transition will be implemented within the framework of the national and
regional plans of Just Transition. According to the National Energy Policy, by 2049 Poland will be gradually
abandoning the extraction of coal. Decarbonisation of the Polish economy will be carried out with maximum
possible limitation of negative socio-economic impacts related to decreased employment in the coal mining
sector and related sectors. Such negative impacts will affect several regions in Poland, in particular Silesia. In
May 2021, the Polish government signed a social pact with the representatives of Polish trade unions concerning
the transformation of the coal mining sector in the region of Silesia (the NPR refers to this process).

The document contains several measures targeted at counteracting social exclusion, especially on the
labour market but also in the context of digitalisation. Better integration of certain disadvantaged groups
of society in the labour market appears primarily in the component A: focusing on resilience and
competitiveness of the economy. While the concept of ‘fair working conditions’ is not explicitly
mentioned, many of the measures targeting the labour market can be seen as measures which contribute
to the implementation of this concept. The NPR refers several times to the EPSR, highlighting that all
the 20 rules of this document have been addressed. However, a representative of one of the CSOs noted

204
205

Opinion of Client Earth, interview on 27 April 2021.
NPR p.26.
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that social services do not receive sufficient support and that the objectives of the EPSR should be
addressed in a more explicit manner throughout the document206.
An increase of social and territorial cohesion is put forward as a horizontal objective of the NPR. Each
of the document’s components contains elements referring to territorial cohesion addressed to rural
areas, cities, or areas particularly affected by the the pandemic, where socio-economic problems are
likely to be aggravated.
The NPR contains a separate chapter concerning implementation of the rules of gender equality and
equal opportunities207. The section indicates that these are transversal rules which will be used
throughout the implementation of the NPR. It is acknowledged that the COVID-19 pandemic has had
an asymmetric impact on both men and women – the planned interventions (in particular the measures
supporting child care) aim to improve the situation of women on the labour market.
The document states that gender equality and equal opportunities will be respected at every stage of
implementation of the NPR. All forms of discrimination on various grounds (gender, race or ethnical,
religion, disability, age, sexual orientation) will be prevented. Selection of projects for financing will
incorporate the rule of lack of discrimination on all grounds, and social inclusion. Social groups that are
currently underrepresented on the labour market will be promoted and supported so that their
representation will be increased and that their potential can be fully used. Spatial planning will strive
for better adjustment of space to the needs of all users, strengthening social cohesion and inclusion.
The rules of gender equality and equal opportunities were used as one of the criteria of the initial
assessment of projects submitted by various institutions and self-governments at the stage of creation of
the NPR. Projects which did not respect these rules were automatically removed from any further
assessment. All legal acts and standards which will be instrumental for the implementation of the NPR
will take into account the rules of gender equality and equal opportunities. Social and economic partners
involved in the Monitoring Committee will provide additional control of the application of these rules
throughout the implementation of the NPR.
The interviewed stakeholders commenting on the social sustainability of the NPR mentioned, among
others, that while the NPR promotes the development of social economy enterprises and involvement
of volunteers in social assistance projects, traditional social care services have not received due attention
or recognition in the NPR208. Furthermore, the issue of retirement age is not clearly tackled: on the one
hand, the current retirement age (60 for women and 65 for men) is supported but on the other, there are
some measures proposed in the document which promote continuation of work after reaching this age
threshold. There seems to be a lack of a systematic approach to this aspect209.
The investments that are relevant for social sustainability appear primarily in components A and C; they
are summarised in the table below which provides, wherever available, the specific targets and indicators
indicated in the plan.
206
207

Written opinion received from ‘Solidarność’ trade union, 18 May 2021.
NPR p.90.

208

Written feedback received from ‘Solidarność’, 18 May 2021.

209

Interview with a representative of ‘Pracodawcy RP’, 24 May 2021.
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Table 21: Main types of reforms and investments, targets and objectives concerning social sustainability included in the Polish recovery plan

Specific objective

Short description

Sustainability
principles/ concepts

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative objectives
or indicators

A.4 Better structural
adjustment, efficiency and
resilience in the labour market

Reforms: amendment of legislation and
integration of financing sources allowing
better management of care for young
children (0-3 years); improving the legal
framework for better development of
social economy enterprises; changes in the
Labour Code allowing more flexible
working time and remote work; legislative
changes encouraging older workers (50+)
to remain active.

Social resilience

Employers

36,000 new places for children in
specialised childcare institutions by
2026

Employees

600 social economy enterprises
supported by 2026
3,000 companies receiving IT support
enabling remote work by 2025

Investments: preparation of day care
institutions for children aged 0-3 years;
support for social economy enterprises;
support for IT solutions for remote work.
C.2 Development of eservices and their
consolidation; creation of
conditions for development of
cutting-edge digital
technologies in the public
sector, the economy and the
society; facilitation of
communication among public
institutions, citizens and
businesses

Reforms: adoption of a programme of
development of digital competences;
adoption of standards of equipping schools
in digital infrastructure.
Investments: purchase of computer
equipment for schools; training in digital
competences.

Social resilience

Schools

Social inclusion

Teachers
Pupils

1 computer per 9 pupils available by
2025 (increase from 1 computer per 10
pupils)
90% teachers with a portable computer
provided by schools by 2024 (increase
from 20%)
Number of people covered by training in
digital competences: 50,000 by 2024,
250,000 by 2025, 376,127 by 2026
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Involvement of civil society
The work on the draft NPR was carried out by division into thematic working groups organised in line
with the main components of the NPR. The working groups carried out the preliminary assessment of
the proposals of reforms and investments submitted to the MFRP by various stakeholders. The working
groups included representatives of ministries, managing authorities of operational programmes, regions,
social and economic partners, and external experts. According to a representative of one of the CSOs
engaged in this process, civil society representatives were not invited to the working groups from the
very beginning, but only after several weeks, when the work on the assessment of the proposals was
already quite advanced210. Therefore, their involvement in the process of developing the NPR was quite
limited and took a form of observation rather than active participation; for these reasons, some of the
representatives of the CSOs gave up their involvement in the working groups after a few weeks.
The draft NPR was submitted to public consultations, which started on 26 February and ended on 2
April (i.e. they lasted 5 weeks)211. According to the representatives of CSOs, the period of consultations
was too short, furthermore, the consultations should have been organised earlier in the process since
with the schedule imposed by the Ministry, there was not much possibility to change the document
substantially any more212.
Comments on the NPR were gathered via an online form available on a dedicated website – in this way,
approximately 5,500 opinions were gathered. The MFRP organised three online debates (on 2 March, 4
March and 9 March 2021) focusing on various components of the NPR with online participation of
about 10,000 people. The opinions were analysed by a group of experts from the Ministry and this
process has resulted in extensive revisions of the document213.
In addition to these debates, five online public hearings were organised (on 22, 23, 24, 29 and 30 March)
with the participation of CSOs and the public at large, each devoted to one of the five components of
the NPR. During the hearings, firstly government representatives presented the document, and then
Q&A sessions followed . The initiative of these hearings came not from the government but from the
NGOs: the confederation of non-governmental organisations and the Foundation Shipyard.
Furthermore, the MFRP sought the opinion on the NPR of the Joint Commission of Government and
Self-governments. The Commission formulated over 520 comments to the plan which were formulated
by various Polish regional authorities, self-governments and their organisations. The NPR was also
discussed during a meeting of a sub-committee for partnership development (on 11 March 2021) with
the participation of social and economic partners, regional self-governments and the government. Other
meetings dedicated to the NPR which resulted in the formulation of various opinions and comments
included the meeting of the Council for Entrepreneurship, the Inter-sectoral Group for the Europe 2020
Strategy, and the Council for Social Dialogue. Many organisations have submitted their position papers
and opinions regarding the NPR.
210

Information obtained during an interview with a representative of ‘Pracodawcy RP’, 24 May 2021.

211

European Funds’ Portal, information about public consultations of the NPR.

212

Opinion of ClientEarth (interview conducted on 27 April 2021) and ‘Pracodawcy RP’ (interview conducted on 24 May 2021).

213

A summary of consultation activities relating to the NPR, MFRP.
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According to the EESC’s assessment of the consultation processes in Member States, the social partners
in Poland had opportunities to provide feedback on the recovery plan. Social partners were consulted
through the Council for Social Dialogue with the government, while consultations with other CSOs were
ad-hoc. In general, the ‘thoroughness of consultation’ was rated as ‘high’214.
Chapter 3 of the NPR in section five215 describes the consultation process of the NPR in quite a lot of
detail, including the number of comments received, divided into types of stakeholder and the specific
components of the NPR. The highest number of comments was received from representatives of local
government units, social and economic partners and private individuals. Selected changes introduced in
the NPR following the comments received are as follows:


















CSOs, territorial self-governments, and social and economic partners will be included among
the beneficiaries, and also in the process of monitoring the implementation of the NPR (in the
Monitoring Committee);
Planning for the loan-part of the RRF funding has been added (the first draft focused only on
the part of the funding available as grants);
The reform of the public employment services has been revised, with a stronger focus on
assistance for people who are not active on the labour market;
A part of the ‘Clean Air’ programme will target the poorest segments of the population,
furthermore, within the same programme, a mechanism for support for the poorest social groups
will be created by 2022 and it will include representatives of self-governments and NGOs;
EUR 200 million from the loans part for the construction of energy storage devices has been
added;
EUR 3,250 from the loans part has been added for the support of sea windmill farms;
EUR 130 million has been dedicated to supporting clean air investments in multi-family
housing;
The rules of financing of social energy enterprises have been made more precise;
Support for investment projects in generation of energy from waste has been withdrawn;
Financial allocation for energy efficiency measures and RES in enterprises has been increased;
The funding for investments in cities in the section dedicated to “Green and resilient cities” has
been increased and expanded to large cities (in the first draft version only medium and small
cities were envisaged for support);
Funding for zero-emission transport in cities has been increased; this will enable not only
investments in the bus fleet but also in the rail fleet, e.g. trams;
Funding for railways has been increased, including national and regional trains;
Possibility of support for cycling infrastructure in cities and their functional areas has been
clearly indicated.

214

EESC, Appendix to the Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works
and what does not?’, ECO/545.
215
NPR p.474.
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For the implementation stage, a Monitoring Committee will be created, which will monitor both the
implementation of the reforms and the investment projects that are covered by the Plan216. The
Committee will analyse situations which can have an impact on smooth implementation of the NPR and
will indicate issues which require further evaluation or revision. Furthermore, it will promote partnership
with all the relevant stakeholders during the implementation of the NPR and it will formulate opinions
related to the implementation reports and their submission to the European Commission. It will also
analyse coordination of the measures implemented within the NPR with other measures implemented,
for example within the cohesion policy and national programmes. The Committee will be formed from
the representatives of the relevant ministries and supporting institutions as well as the representatives of
CSOs who will be proposed by the Council for Social Dialogue.
As of end May 2021, the composition of the Monitoring Committee and its actual role in the
implementation of the NPR are not known. It is expected that its role will be similar to the role of
monitoring committees in the operational programmes for the cohesion policy, where the actual impact
of the CSOs is rather limited – the governmental representatives have a majority of votes in those
committees, which means that all the decisions can be taken according to governmental proposals217.

216
217

NPR p.473.
Interview with a representative of ‘Pracodawcy RP’, 24 May 2021.
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Spain
General information about the plan
Member State

Spain

Name and date of the
plan

‘Spain can. Recovery, transformation and resilience plan.’ (‘España puede.
Plan de recuperación, transformación y resiliencia’)
General lines: 07/10/20; Full plan: 13/04/21; Submission to the
Commission: 20/04/21

Time horizon

2021-2023, implementation until 2027

Link to the plan

General lines:
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/presidente/actividades/Paginas/2020/espanapuede.aspx
Main plan:
https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/presidente/actividades/Paginas/2021/130421sanchez_recuperacion.aspx

Stakeholders who
provided feedback

-

-

Unión General de los Trabajadores (General Union of Workers – UGT)
(interview 11/05/21)
Unión de Pequeños Agricultores (Union of Small Farmers - UPA)
(written feedback provided on 25/05/21)
Ministerio para la Transición Ecológica y el Reto Demográfico
(Ministry for the Ecological Transition and the Demographic
Challenge) - Subsecretaría de Transición Ecológica y Reto Demográfico
(Sub-secretariat of Ecological Transition and Demographic Challenge)
(interview 02/06/21)
Ministerio de Derechos Sociales y Agenda 2030 (Ministry of Social
Rights and Agenda 2030) - Gabinete Secretaría de Estado Derechos
Sociales (Office of the Secretary of State for Social Rights) (interview
03/06/21)

The Spanish recovery plan responds to a triple objective: (i) promote activity and job creation to
counteract the impact of the pandemic in the short term, (ii) support a process of structural
transformation that allows expansion to medium term potential growth and (iii) strengthen long-term
resilience, moving towards more sustainable and inclusive development. It has four cross-cutting axes
that cover components aligned with the RRF: (i) ecological transition, (ii) digital transformation, (iii)
social and territorial cohesion and (iv) gender equality. These four axes are divided into 10 lever policies
and 30 components for investment and reform projects to modernise the country. The largest share of
the budget is dedicated to industry and business measures and the smallest share is allocated to culture
and sports (see the table below). The Plan includes a total of 212 measures, of which 110 are investments
and 102 reforms for the 2021-2023 period, which do not start from scratch, but are based on the strategic
lines followed since 2018. The total budget of the Plan amounts to over EUR 69.5 billion.
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Table 22: Budget allocation in the Spanish recovery plan

Lever policies

Budget (EUR million)

I. Urban and rural agenda, fight against depopulation and development of
agriculture (20.7%)

14 407

II. Resilient infrastructures and ecosystems (15.0%)

10 400

III. Just and inclusive energy transition (9.2%)

6 385

IV. An Administration for the 21st century( 6.2%)

4 315

V. Modernisation and digitisation of the industrial and SME fabric, recovery of
tourism and promotion of an entrepreneurial nation Spain (23.1%)

16 075

VI. Pact for science and innovation. Strengthening the capacities of the National
Health System (7.1%)

4 949

VII. Education and knowledge, continuous training and capacity building (10.5%)

7 317

VIII. New economics of care and employment policies (7.0%)

4 855

IX. Boosting the culture and sports industry (1.2%)

825

X. Modernisation of the tax system for inclusive and sustainable growth
Total

69 528

Measures on environmental and social sustainability are included in the plan and many of the relevant
concepts and principles are covered as shown the following table.
Table 23: Overview of sustainability concepts covered in the Spanish recovery plan

Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan

Environmental sustainability
Sustainable development

Yes, throughout the document.

Decoupling/economic growth decoupled from
resource use

Yes, reference to sustainable use of natural resources.

Climate neutrality

Yes, regarding general objectives and several reforms
and projects (in general regarding achieving an
economy which is climatically neutral).

Clean energy transition/decarbonisation/low-carbon
transition

Yes, throughout the document. Energy transition is
one of the 10 lever policies.

Circular economy/resource-efficient economy

Yes, regarding general objectives, the national
strategy on circular economy and in several reforms
and projects.

Energy efficiency and building renovation

Yes, throughout the document. Specific projects on
energy efficiency and building renovation.

Sustainable transport/mobility

Yes, throughout the document. Specific projects on
sustainable transport.
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Principles & concepts

Reference in the plan

Sustainable food system

Yes, regarding one component (3) on Environmental
and digital transformation of the agri-food and
fishing system.

Protection of natural capital and ecosystems

Yes, as a general objective, reforms and projects.

Zero pollution

Yes, reference to objective of zero emissions in the
component related to renewable hydrogen.

Green transition

Yes, it is one of the four cross-cutting axes.

Do no (significant) harm/green oath

Yes as a principle when approving projects/reforms.

Social sustainability
Fairness

Yes, as a general objective.

Leaving no-one behind

Yes, as a general objective.

Just transition

Yes, as a general objective. It is also one of the
components (10 - Strategy on Just Transition).

Economy of wellbeing

Yes, it is one of the 10 lever policies.

Social resilience

Yes, as a general objective.

Equal opportunities and access to the labour market

Yes, as a general objective. There is a specific section
on it in the Plan.

Fair working conditions

Yes, as a general objective and especially regarding
women. There are projects on this among their
objectives.

Social protection and inclusion

Yes, as a general objective. There is a specific
component (22) on inclusion policies.

Inclusion of environmental sustainability
The Plan states that it is fully aligned with the UN SDGs and the main relevant strategies at European
level including: the European Green Deal, the European Digital Strategy and the principles of the new
Multiannual Financial Framework. It is also aligned with different national policies such as the National
Integrated Energy and Climate Plan, the National Plan for Adaptation to Climate Change 2021-2030,
the Spanish Circular Economy Strategy and waste regulations and the Government’s Energy and
Climate Framework.
Objectives for environmental sustainability are enshrined in the Plan primarily through its axis on
ecological transition which aims to reinforce “public and private investment to reorient the production
model, promoting the green transition, decarbonisation, energy efficiency, the deployment of renewable
energies, the electrification of the economy, the development of energy storage, the circular economy,
nature-based solutions and improving the resilience of all economic sectors.” The levers and
components of the Plan reflect these objectives by targeting housing rehabilitation; the environmental
transformation of the agri-food and fishing system; conservation and restoration of ecosystems and their
biodiversity; preservation of coastal space and water resources; sustainable, safe and connected mobility,
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and a just and inclusive energy transition, though the deployment and integration of renewable energies;
electrical infrastructures; promotion of smart grids and deployment of flexibility and storage, and a
renewable hydrogen roadmap with its sectoral integration. Furthermore, several of the main reforms of
the Plan have also been established to fulfil different environmental objectives (e.g. Deployment and
integration of renewables, Renewable Hydrogen Roadmap, Resilience and Adaptation of Ecosystems,
etc.).
The recovery plan also focuses on natural resources and biodiversity, including projects on restoration
of degraded areas; conservation and recovery strategies of marine biodiversity; conservation and
rehabilitation of rivers and the protection of the coastline. The reforms in the field of biodiversity
conservation include the Biodiversity, Science and Knowledge Strategy, the Master Plan for the
Network of Protected Marine Areas and the Strategic Plan for Natural Heritage and Biodiversity. The
Plan also aims to act in the agri-food and fishing sectors for the efficient management of natural
resources, and plans a set of reforms to improve the management of irrigation, livestock and the
revaluation of agricultural land, promoting digitisation and green value chains throughout the entire
cycle of production, distribution, consumption and reuse.
The recovery plan states that it fully complies with the principle of “no significant harm”, which
establishes, in accordance with Article 9 of the Taxonomy Regulations, that an economic activity will
be considered sustainable if, among other conditions, it makes a substantial contribution to any of the
six environmental objectives contemplated in the Regulation without causing at the same time
significant damage to the other objectives.
The Green Recovery Tracker specifically considers as good practice the fact that the 2025 energy
transition targets contained in its National Energy and Climate Plan have been forwarded to 2023.
However, it is considered that this will require a substantial increase in the country’s capacity for
renewable energy investments, the renewal of housing stock as well as infrastructure for electric
mobility218.
According to the UGT219, the main environmental and social objectives are included in the Plan.
However, some of the components are very general and others are more specific. UGT believes that all
SDGs have been considered. In some cases, this has been in a very specific way (e.g. projects on river
recovery), but also in a transversal way in all components. The UPA220 considers that there is a direct
link between EU objectives and national objectives, especially regarding climate change, waste and the
European Green Deal. There is a clear relationship with the objectives and principles established in the
National Integrated Energy and Climate Plan in terms of reducing GHG emissions, and therefore, they
are fully integrated into the principles of the EU in terms of climate neutrality plans. Overall, the UPA221
considers that the approach taken by the Plan regarding environmental sustainability is satisfactory, but
it is scarce in the area of biodiversity and soil preservation.

218
219
220
221

Green Recovery Tracker - Spain
Information obtained during an interview with UGT, 11/05/2021.
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
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As highlighted by the UGT and UPA, the Plan is sometimes very general and it is not very specific when
it comes to details of the different investments and reforms, including a lack of milestones, which can
be considered a bad practice222. The Ministry of Ecological Transition considers that the different
components include the nature of the milestones, but that they are being further detailed during the
implementation phase223. Some projects included in the context of the Seven flagships of the European
Commission in its ASGS 2021 are more specific and include milestones, which have been compiled in
a presentation of the Ministry provided during the interview 224, for example, regarding the energy
sector: 100,000 electric vehicle charging points in 2023 and 250,000 new electric vehicles; 480,000
homes subject to financing actions; 540 hectares subject to urban regeneration and renewal actions and
2 million m2 of constructed area of rehabilitated public buildings.
Additionally, the Greens have highlighted that the cross-border electrical connections between Spain
and France (the “Mediterranean interconnection”) run 200 metres naway from a Natura 2000 area and
that the EIA is insufficient and out of date225.
The Plan prioritises 10 levers and 30 components, which are not projects themselves but rather action
plans that give an idea of the kind of projects to be developed. The Plan describes the objectives and
challenges, specifies programmes of investments and reforms, and the estimated investment for each
component. With the idea that the recovery plan is based on already approved policies, the Annexes add
the main milestones achieved for each of the components in 2020 and 2021. The Plan does not include
specific indicators for measuring progress but includes a section on the monitoring and auditing of the
projects. Annex II to the Plan (measures and reforms adopted in 2020 and the first quarter of 2021)
provides details on the reforms, objectives and actions to be taken for each one of the 30 components
included in the 10 levers. Some examples relevant for environmental sustainability are provided in Table
24 below.

222
223
224
225

Green Recovery Tracker - Spain
Information obtained during an interview with Ministry of Ecological Transition, 02/06/2021.
Available at: https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/06052021-Presentacion-VP4.pdf.
The Greens/EFA, Open letter on the ongoing assessment of national Recovery and Resilience Plans by the Commission
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Table 24: Examples of measures relevant for environmental sustainability in the Spanish recovery plan

Measure

Short description

Incentive plan for the installation
of public and private recharging
points, for the acquisition of
electric vehicles and fuel cells
and impulse lines for singular
projects and innovation in
electromobility, recharging and
green hydrogen to promote
electric mobility

Specifically,
the
following
programmes are contemplated:

incentive

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives or indicators

Sustainable mobility

Transport and mobility




• Renewal of the vehicle fleet through the
acquisition of electric vehicles and fuel cells;

250:000 registered electric
vehicles;
Between 80:000 and 110:000
charging points deployed.

• Implementation of electric vehicle charging
infrastructure;
• Implementation of electric bicycle loan
systems for use in compulsory mobility in
urban areas;
• Unique innovation projects, related to
experimental and industrial developments
linked to electromobility;
• Large singular projects for recharging
infrastructure in the national highway network,
electric recharging hubs, with ultra-fast
recharging having special relevance.

Programme to promote the
rehabilitation of public buildings

This seeks the sustainable rehabilitation of
institutional public parks, Autonomous
Communities and local entities for all types of
publicly owned buildings for public use. The
aim is for a clear exemplary vocation and the
integrated character demanded by the Spanish
Urban Agenda and the new European Bauhaus
(sustainability, inclusion and aesthetics),
without losing sight of the main objective of
energy saving.

Sustainable
development

Energy



2 million m2 of constructed area
of
rehabilitated
public
buildings.
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Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives or indicators

Mobility and Transport
Financing Act

Regulation of transport- and mobility-related
activities, including issues related to taxation,
investments, alternative fuels, and technology,
as well as the financing of transport in general,
in particular public and urban transport.

Sustainable
development; Clean
energy transition

Transport and mobility

The aim is to take advantage of the
opportunities of technology in the
transport and mobility sector, in
order to move towards the
decarbonisation of the economy.

Renewal of the vehicle fleet:

Promote the renewal of the vehicle fleet
through the acquisition of vehicles for
efficient and sustainable mobility.

Sustainable mobility

Transport and mobility

Launch of the MOVES III Plan to
provide EUR 400 million
(extendable to EUR 800 million)
for the purchase of electric vehicles
and the deployment of charging
points on 9/04/2021.

Development of Local Energy Communities,
whose objective is to promote the active
participation of citizens, local authorities and
SMEs in energy projects - linked to renewable
energy and energy efficiency - in their
localities, to move towards a climate neutral
country in 2050.

Just
transition/Leaving
no-one behind

Civil society

- The prior public consultation
ended on 12/02/2020

Guidance tool for decision making by planners
and project promoters, facilitating the
identification, from the outset, of
environmental values or protection figures that
may affect decisions on the location or design
of these projects. This is of of strategic
importance in view of the deployment of
renewables required - some 60,000 new MW
of renewable wind and solar photovoltaic
capacity to be installed over the next decade,
according to the planning of PNIEC to achieve
the ultimate goal of a 100% renewable
electricity system by 2050.

Fair and inclusive
energy transition

MOVES II Programme
RENOVE 2020 programme for
the renewal of the vehicle fleet
Local energy communities

Environmental zoning for
renewable energies

- Call for expressions of interest to
identify projects of local energy
communities. From 01/22 to
23/02/2021.
The new mapping tool was
presented on 11/12/2020, which
zoned the territory according to the
possible impacts that could arise
from the implementation of
renewable energy projects,
specifically wind and solar
photovoltaic projects. For each of
these technologies, maps have been
drawn up that provide a zoning of
the territory taking into account the
environmental values of the
different areas.
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Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives or indicators

Transformation of the agri-food
sector

Transforming the agri-food system towards
greater environmental sustainability, while
improving its competitiveness. Improving
resilience to the effects of climate change and
disease. Reducing consumption of water,
fertilisers, pesticides and antibiotics.
Favouring stability in national and European
food supply. Improved quality of life and
opportunities in rural areas. The digitisation
strategy for the agri-food, forestry and rural
sector was approved by the Council of
Ministers on 29/03/2019.

Sustainable
development;
Environmental and
digital transformation
of the agri-food and
fisheries system

Agri-food sector

Action Plan for the digitisation of
the agri-food, forestry and rural
sector, August 2020.

Urgent measures in the field of
agriculture and food

Urgent measures to prevent the abandonment
of farms and to promote the rebalancing of all
links (producers, cooperatives, food industry,
distribution and consumers). Introduce, as a
compulsory clause in contracts, the express
indication that the price agreed between
farmers and their first buyer covers production
costs. This prohibits promotional activities
that mislead as to the price and image of
products, and infringements are toughened.

Sustainable
development;
Environmental and
digital transformation
of the agri-food and
fisheries system

Environmental and
digital transformation
of the agri-food and
fisheries system

Introduces amendments to the
Personal Income Tax Law to
improve the taxation of young
people who receive aid for the first
installation in the rural
development programmes of the
Autonomous Communities. It
reduces the minimum number of
days of contribution for access to
unemployment benefit.
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Inclusion of social sustainability
The social dimension is an essential part of the Plan, which includes continuous references to policies
related to fair distribution of resources, wellbeing economy, just transition, intergenerational justice,
social resilience, equal opportunities and access to the labour market, fair working conditions, social
protection and inclusion. The Plan reiterates throughout that it aims to promote an inclusive growth and
an economic policy focused on reducing social and gender inequalities and territorial gaps and
eradicating poverty throughout the country, in urban and rural areas alike. It includes measures fully
consistent with the three chapters of the EPSR, such as strengthening the capacities of the National
Health System, increasing accessibility to public services, improvements of the educational system, the
reinforcement and modernisation of inclusion policies and the care economy, and public policies for a
dynamic, resilient and inclusive labour market.
More specifically, two of the Plan’s axes are related to social sustainability. The third axis promotes the
social and territorial cohesion of Spain, through the reinforcement of the welfare state, the educational
system, the promotion of quality employment, a fair tax system, and with measures specifically aimed
at addressing the demographic challenge and providing opportunities to the next generations. The fourth
axis focuses on gender equality, especially through cross-cutting measures aimed at raising the
employment rate of women, improving, strengthening and reorganising the long-term care system,
raising educational potential, equality opportunities and reducing the digital divide.
The other two axes, on ecological transition and digital economy, also contain some components
relevant to social sustainability in relation to just transition and increasing digital skills of unemployed
people and people in rural areas. Several of the main reforms of the Plan are also established to fulfil
different social objectives, including: New Housing Policy, Modernisation and Strengthening of the
National Health System, Modernisation and Strengthening of the Educational, Vocational Training and
University Systems, New public policies on the Labour Market, New Economy of Care, Reinforcement
of Inclusion Policies and Social Services, and Reinforcement of the Pension System. These reforms aim
to strengthen human capital, modernise public policies in the workplace, increase job opportunities, stop
depopulation and deploy a modern welfare state, including the care of the elderly and dependents.
In this context, the Plan aims to improve the economic and social situation of rural areas and address the
issue of depopulation. The aim is to ensure equal growth and equal opportunities by reducing the gap
between the regions with the highest and lowest income per capita and gender inequality, reducing the
digital divide, and modernising public instruments for the redistribution of household income. Territorial
cohesion and the fight against depopulation is targeted by actions in the fields of rehabilitation, energy
efficiency improvement, support for sanitation and water purification and infrastructure development.
Other areas of action in depopulated areas are the approach of Vocational Training, actions of
conservation and restoration of natural and cultural heritage, a boost to sustainable forest management
and the bioeconomy, and, finally, a Just Transition Strategy, which seeks to promote employment and
the creation of activity in the territories affected by the energy transition, so that people and regions
make the most of the opportunities of this transition and no one is left behind. Policies to support the
cultural and sports industry (components 24 and 26) also receive special attention in the Plan, due to
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their importance in the economic fabric and their relevance as backbone elements of society, of territorial
and social cohesion.
Intergenerational justice is another fundamental principle that has guided the design of the recovery plan
and is reflected in two ways: the Plan is conceived as having a modernising and transforming effect on
the economy in the medium and long term, and it includes policies specifically dedicated to supporting
and providing opportunities to the next generations. This will be achieved through education measures
aimed to reinforce the inclusion of parts of society that have been particularly hit by the crisis, such as
the most vulnerable groups, young people and women.
Through the component for the modernisation and digitisation of the education system and the two
specific components for promoting professional training and retraining and digital skills, the Plan seeks
to reinforce equal opportunities and access to quality employment. These three components also include
investments and reforms aimed at promoting digital inclusion – with a special focus on closing the
gender gap and promoting digital training in vulnerable groups and areas in demographic decline. In
addition, component 23 includes actions specifically aimed at promoting quality youth employment,
such as the Youth Guarantee Plus. Work is already being done on a Shock Plan against youth
unemployment to boost digital skills, promote a system of micro-certifications to facilitate employability
and roll out important bonuses and aid for training contracts. Measures on the reform of the pension
system are also included.
In addition, the Plan aims to reinforce the health system through the renewal and expansion of the
capacity of the National Health System. Strategic capacities are to be reoriented towards health
promotion, disease prevention and dependency, as well as the development of a common portfolio of
health services. The Plans aims to create a State Health Centre, to improve co-governance, cohesion and
efficiency (health competences are held by the autonomous communities), and to promote technological
modernisation, equipment renovation, digital transformation and innovation. In addition to reinforcing
the three pillars of the welfare state (education, health and social services), the Recovery Plan provides
in component 22 to promote the development of the fourth pillar: the care economy.
To reinforce the very impact of investments in terms of job creation, the Plan dedicates a specific
component to an element as key as the functioning of the labour market. Component 23 ('New public
policies for a dynamic, resilient and inclusive labour market') thus seeks to modernise and address the
different problems related to structural unemployment and youth unemployment, duality, human capital,
collective bargaining and employment efficiency of public employment policies. The Plan also aims to
reduce the structural barriers that hinder women’s access to the labour market on equal terms.
Gender equality is considered through the development of the different measures and alignment of the
recovery plan with the national Strategic Plan for Equal Opportunities. The recovery plan highlights
how the COVID-19 crisis is having an important impact on women and explains that each of the
components will incorporate a gender equality approach. In particular, the Plan aims to promote
participation of women in the labour market with measures such as the Women’s Employment Plan to
improve the training of women in rural and urban areas, actions to promote gender mainstreaming in
active employment policies, the creation of the first publicly owned education cycle and the
development of the care economy. It will also encourage entrepreneurship by women and promote
women’s sports, both amateur and professional.
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In the same way, the Plan offers opportunities for the inclusion of groups at risk of social exclusion,
such as the foreign population, the different ethnic groups or any community vulnerable for reasons of
discrimination related to their religion, ethnicity or social class. The Plan also highlights its potential to
continue working towards the full inclusion of people with disabilities in all their facets, both in terms
of movement and autonomy, and professional career development.
The Green Recovery Tracker specifically considers as good practice the explicit emphasis on supporting
less developed regions through its recovery measures in alignment with territorial policies, aiming to
create more jobs and develop new economic activities in these regions in relation to the Just Transition
Strategy226.
The UPA227 considers that the principles of social sustainability are scarce in the section corresponding
to the agri-food sector. It would be necessary to make a distinction regarding the family farming model
and a differentiation of aid, based on the size and location (most depopulated and disadvantaged areas)
of the farms. The approach taken by the Plan regarding social sustainability is insufficient regarding the
agriculture sector (Component 3). In the addition, the UGT228 points out that it still needs to be seen
how the measures will be concretised. For example, the gender perspective is considered a pillar, and
this is widely reflected in the Recovery Plan. However, there is not much specification about it other
than stating that it will influence all policies. It remains to be seen how the gender perspective will
influence the other policies specifically. Furthermore, the UPA229 considers that progress will be made
regarding the fact that resources should benefit a large part of society, but that scope is limited because
there is no differentiation of support for more vulnerable groups due to their socioeconomic condition
or territorial location, such as the case of family farming.
As explained above, the main document of the Plan includes the list of all components, while the Annex
includes the list of milestones reached during 2020 and 2021 regarding each of the 30 components.
However, there is a lack of detail regarding the milestones of some reforms and investments. Some
examples with specific relevance to social sustainability are provided in Table 25 below.

226
227
228
229

Green Recovery Tracker - Spain
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
Information obtained during an interview with UGT, 11/05/2021.
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
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Table 25: Examples of measures relevant for social sustainability in the Spanish recovery plan

Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives or indicators

Digital Skills Plan

A new impulse given to the digital training of
people in the context of the digital transformation
of society, so that no one is left behind in their
inclusion in the digital world, and there is
sufficient training offered to respond to the need
for the digital specialists demanded by
companies.

Fairness/Equal
opportunities and
access to the labour
market

Labour market

Plan adopted by the Council of
Ministers 01/26/2021

Modernisation and
improvement of the
system of non-contributory
economic benefits of the
General State
Administration based on
the Minimum Vital
Income (IMV);
development of the
governance model for
inclusion, and launch of
the employment incentive
for the beneficiaries of the
IMV

- Support inclusive growth by reducing income
inequality and extreme and moderate poverty
rates.

Economy of
wellbeing/Social
protection and
inclusion/Equal
opportunities and
access to the labour
market

Unemployed people

Milestones reached in 2020/2021:

Plan to Promote
Vocational Training in
Self-Employed Work and
the Social Economy

Pioneering plan in its size and endowment (€ 3.4
M) and which is the result of dialogue between
the Ministry of Labour and the associations of
the self-employed, the social economy and social
agents. It attends to the training needs of a
decisive sector and establishes the foundations

- Simplify and modernise the system of noncontributory economic benefits of the General
State Administration, while improving the
effectiveness and efficiency of public resources.

- The Minimum Vital Income is
regulated in Royal Decree-Law
20/2020.
- Royal Decree-Law 39/2020
declares the IMV benefit exempt
from personal income tax.

- Increase the employment rate of the
beneficiaries of the Minimum Vital Income
through the development of the employment
incentive.

- Royal Decree-Law 3/2021 adopts
measures to reduce the gap in
Gender and other matters in the
areas of Social and Economic
Security, facilitates access to the
IMV for vulnerable people, making
the accreditation of a coexistence
unit more flexible.

- Improve coordination and governance among
relevant agents for inclusion policy.

Equal opportunities
and access to the
labour market

Labour market

Plan presented on 11/18/2020
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Measure

Short description

Principles and
concepts addressed

Sector and/or
stakeholders targeted

Specific targets/quantitative
objectives or indicators

for a global transformation, led by
modernisation, digitisation, the creation of
independent distribution networks and the
generation, also, of its own networks, which
favour a more inclusive and sustainable growth.
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Involvement of civil society
The recovery plan is said to be a “country project”, which requires the involvement of all economic and
social agents, all levels of government and public administration. This is valid for the elaboration of the
Plan but also for its implementation. The Plan states that in order to ensure a broad consensus and its
long-term permanence, the reform programme will unfold with a permanent dialogue with social
partners. Social dialogue and public-private collaboration are considered key instruments for the
articulation and implementation of the reforms and investments contained in it.
In this context, new governance bodies have been created to guarantee a participatory process that
incorporates the proposals of the main economic, social and political actors, as well as the necessary
coordination mechanisms between the different levels of administration. Specifically, there is a
Ministerial Commission for Recovery, Transformation and Resilience chaired by the Prime Minister, a
central Sectoral Conference chaired by the Ministry of Finance for coordination with the Autonomous
Communities, and there are mechanisms for parliamentary control, through the Congress-Senate Joint
Commission for the European Union.
The Government has also deployed a programme of public consultation to obtain maximum political
and social support. The Government has held meetings with the Autonomous Communities, has created
Advisory Councils in the main areas of action, has established a specific Social Dialogue Table with
business representatives, and has presented the Plan to the Mixed Congress-Senate Commission for the
European Union of the Spanish Parliament on 25 February 2021 and to the Plenary of Congress on 14
April 2021.
In order to facilitate this participation process, different consultation spaces have been defined, in order
to collect the proposals and opinions of all relevant actors: a) social organisations, b) Autonomous
Communities, c) Local Entities, d) parliamentary forces, e) institutions and organisations representing
each sector involved, f) the potential beneficiaries of the Plan, and g) the public as a whole.
The Government has created a specific Dialogue Table for the Recovery, Transformation and Resilience
Plan, which aims to serve as a consultation forum and channel for consultation and follow-up between
the Government and social partners. It is headed by the President of the Government and includes two
vice-presidents and five ministers, the President of CEOE230, the President of CEPYME231 and the
General Secretaries of UGT232 and CC.OO233. Several meetings of the Dialogue Table and other more
technical meetings have already taken place since November 2020.
Concerning consultations with other stakeholders, the Plan has been discussed through the Conferences
of Autonomous Presidents, the Spanish Federation of Municipalities and Provinces, a new Sectoral
Conference of the Recovery, Transformation and Resilience Plan and Sectoral Conferences with the
different Ministries.
230
231
232
233

Confederación Española de Organizaciones Empresariales (Spanish Confederation of Employers’ Organisations).
Confederación Española de la Pequeña y Mediana Empresa (Spanish Confederation of Small and Medium Enterprises).
Unión General de Trabajadores (General Union of Workers).
Comisiones Obreras (Workers Commissions).
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According to the EESC’s assessment of the consultation processes in Member States, the social partners
in Spain found that there were mechanisms for consultation and dialogue but that the possibility to
influence the plan was limited, at least at the time of the first consultation. Social partners were involved
through different mechanisms, including regular dialogues with the government, while meetings with
other CSOs were more ad-hoc. In general, the ‘thoroughness of consultation’ was rated as ‘high’234.
The cross-cutting nature of the Plan has required expanding the traditional participation instruments and
convening High Level Forums and Councils of a sectoral nature in which the different components of
the Plan have been discussed with the relevant actors in each of the investment areas. The Government
has also involved the economic sectors through expressions of interest. The different Ministries have
convened different expressions of interest with a common and coordinated pattern, the objective of
which is to take into account the diversity and characteristics of the initiatives of the economic agents
in defining the strategic lines of action of the Plan’s public policy. The calls were very successful and
have resulted in a great diversity of proposals whose analysis ensures the most inclusive approach
possible of the Plan’s implementation instruments. Until mid-April, fourteen invitations for expressions
of interest (calls for interest) have been published235. The proposals do not bind the Government, as this
is a mechanism for understanding the situation of the market in a specific sector, to understand the needs
and have ideas on possible future projects to be financed.
After consultation with the Ministries, every Ministry has adapted the consultation strategy to the
different areas covered by them. The Ministry of Ecological Transition has used the Expression of
Interest Mechanism (eight of them carried out by them until now). For example, they received 539
proposals within the Expression of Interest for Electromobility.236 This mechanism was introduced to
check the needs of the market, although it does not imply that they will carry out all of them. Based on
the selection by the Ministry among the proposals, they will design the grants for different stakeholders.
This first year, the largest part will be for Autonomous Communities, but each year the Ministry will
revise the percentage. The Ministry then designs the grants that the Autonomous Communities will be
able to give. Therefore, the Ministry states that modifications were made to the Plan according to all
these inputs237. This Ministry has also used three different forums on energy, environment and
demographic challenge (the only Ministry that has done this). The Ministry selected the stakeholders
that were able to participate based on their knowledge on the sector.
Civil society as a broad concept has been able to participate through the ordinary mechanisms (every
time there is a new draft law/national strategy there is the need to do a public consultation process).
Additionally, the Ministry has ordinary meetings with any organisation that requests it. Apart from this,
as a specific mechanism created by the Ministry, there was the open dialogue on mobility, which was
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EESC, Appendix to the Resolution ‘Involvement of Organised Civil Society in the National Recovery and Resilience Plans – What works
and what does not?’, ECO/545.
235
Available at: https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Paginas/manifestaciones-de-interes.aspx.
236
237

Available at: https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/temas/fondos-recuperacion/Documents/06052021-Presentacion-VP4.pdf.
Information obtained during an interview with Ministry of Ecological Transition, 02/06/2021.

112

Shifting priorities towards post-COVID sustainable reconstruction and recovery

open to all relevant stakeholders and included surveys, brainstorming laboratory, conferences, etc. that
led to the configuration of the initiative. The participation was very high238.
The Ministry of Social Rights designed Component 22 on “Shock plan for the care economy and
reinforcement of inclusion policies”, for which there are three large investment lines: long-term care,
social services and accessibility. For their design, they mainly used the social dialogue with unions and
employers’ organisations. Additionally, they consulted third sector entities and companies providing the
services (there are two large ones covering two thirds of the services) in order to check the situation
within the sector. For this, they also used the referred expressions of interests and they had informal
consultations with specific organisations. Sometimes the Ministry contacted them directly (as it is
already working with them) and other times the entities contacted the Ministry. Also specific to this
Ministry is the more intense consultation with Autonomous Communities. This is because the regions
have the competence on the matter and, therefore, their input was very important in seeing the needs
and the investment volume needed. The Ministry identified the different investment lines, and the
Autonomous Communities proposed projects based on them. According to the Ministry, the Shock plan
was adapted based on this entire consultation process. For example, one of the investments included in
Component 22 is the “Long-term care and support plan: deinstitutionalisation, equipment and
technology”. The inclusion of protection equipment in residences was requested by relevant
stakeholders due to the lack of this kind of equipment during the COVID-19 crisis239.
According to a representative of the UGT240, their participation could have been better. They feel that
they had little capacity of influence and opinion on anything covered by the Plan. The Government
explained each of the components through different ministries. Some of the components were very
advanced and, therefore, there was little opportunity to change anything. Others were less advanced and
some changes were still possible but not very substantial.
The UGT understands that the Government had to deal with a very tight deadline in which it has tried
to listen to all relevant stakeholders depending on the sector, and that the Plan is very ambitious. The
UGT called the attention of the Government to the need for proper involvement during the
implementation of the Plan, however this remains to be seen. The UGT also acknowledges that the
Government used many different commissions and dialogue tables with many stakeholders. Each
minister organised meetings with the specific stakeholders relevant for their components. Some were
more specific such as in the case of the car industry, while others were more general. Many of the
sectoral committees or interest groups already existed before within the ministries and now they have
been used for the Recovery Plan.
The UGT has also expressed the opinion that the communication with the Autonomous Communities
(CCAA) was not clear. Originally, the CCAA thought the EU funds would be shared among them, but
in fact it would be the government allocating funds directly depending on the project. It has been a
complex process due to the fact that the European Commission adjusted its position and then the
Government needed to adjust its position towards the CCAA. The execution will be complex and an
238
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Information obtained during an interview with Ministry of Ecological Transition, 02/06/2021.
Information obtained during an interview with Ministry of Social Rights, 03/06/2021.
Information obtained during an interview with UGT, 11/05/2021/.
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efficient body will be needed to guarantee coordination. In line with this, the Greens consider that the
involvement of the Autonomous Communities was in general superficial241.
The UPA242 considers that their participation and the participation of the agriculture sector in general
was insufficient. There were few meetings and only some isolated consultation with the agricultural
professional organisations.
The UGT243 states that they managed to put forward some of their ideas but not all. In some cases, such
as in the example of the car industry, some of the projects were already under discussion before the need
to create a recovery plan, and now they have received a boost. The UGT is expecting to participate more
once the implementation of the Plan starts. The UPA244 considers that their proposals did not have any
impact on the Plan.
The Government has created an inter-ministerial body for the implementation of the Plan and
coordination between the different ministries. However, the UGT expects that relevant stakeholders will
also be included in the implementation and monitoring of the Plan, maybe not through the creation of a
specific body but through the previously mentioned dialogue tables245. The UGT is of the opinion that
there should be different spaces for everyone and that the Social Dialogue Table (gathering the
government and the main employers’ organisations and trade unions) should be the main tool for the
monitoring of the Plan’s implementation. The UPA246 also expects the establishment of monitoring and
evaluation tables for the execution of the Plan.
The UGT notes that the Plan is very ambitious, which is justified by the challenges the world is facing.
The UGT considers it good that the Government has are already started working on some of the projects,
even if this means creating more debt. Considering the significant share of private funds that will
contribute to the implementation of the plan, the UGT has the impression that the Government has
specified more projects where private funds will be used, especially regarding technological
components, but these plans are not made public. The UGT would have liked that when companies
present their projects to the Government, the workers of these companies were aware of them.
The Plan is designed to use both public and private funds, and public-private partnerships (PPPs) will
be an important part of the implementation of the Plan. The regulatory framework of PPPs has been
adapted with the creation of a new type of project: Strategic Projects for Recovery and Economic
Transformation (PERTEs). Using the expression of interest mechanism described above, until now six
PERTEs have been outlined by the Government on electric cars, green hydrogen, aerospace industry,
sustainable and efficient agriculture, the use of Spanish in artificial intelligence and a state-of-the-art
national health system.
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The Greens/EFA, Open letter on the ongoing assessment of national Recovery and Resilience Plans by the Commission
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
Information obtained during an interview with UGT, 11/05/2021.
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
Information obtained during an interview with UGT, 11/05/2021.
Written feedback obtained from UPA, date 25/05/2021.
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