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FOREWORD

The European Pillar of Social Rights was en-
gendered in the aftermath of a dramatic global
financial crisis that also caused an existential
crisis for the eurozone. The Pillar was con-
ceived as a systemic initiative to strengthen
the social dimension of the European project,
and it had a double purpose: first, to rebal-
ance European integration and reduce social
inequalities between and within countries and
between generations; second, to build up our
welfare systems for the 21st century and cope
with the current global challenges of climate
change, digital transformation, globalisation,
ageing and migration.

After other initiatives to develop the European
social dimension, notably the European em-
ployment strategy enshrined in the Amster-
dam Treaty in the 1990s and the Lisbon Strat-
egy reflected in the Lisbon Treaty after 2000,
the European Pillar of Social Rights is based
on more-ambitious features. These include an
advanced concept of citizenship for all Europe-
an citizens; the mobilisation of the full box of
European instruments from European law and
finances; an open method of coordination; and
trade agreements. The Pillar is also an explic-
it attempt to set a new direction for economic
policies that go beyond the myopia of auster-
ity. Furthermore, it is based on a proclamation
by all European institutions at the highest level
which was issued in Gothenburg on 17 No-
vember 2017. The only similar achievement in
the past was the European Charter of Funda-
mental Rights, which is now included in the EU
Treaties.

While we were shaping this European Social
Pillar and turning it into a concrete action plan,
we never thought that we would be confront-
ed with an unprecedented crisis, the Covid-19
pandemic, with all its dire social and econom-
ic consequences. This crisis, taking place in
conjunction with the climate emergency and a

profound crisis in our democracy, is a crucial
moment at which to bring about the promise of
our Social Pillar. Firstly, it can help to save lives
and jobs and counter a downward spiral into
recession; and secondly, this is a moment to
use the Social Pillar as a springboard to rebuild
our societies for a better future.

In order to save lives, we need to ensure uni-
versal access to health services and to care
services. The workers deploying their efforts in
these services must be strongly supported and
valued. The health and care systems must be
developed and coordinated at European level,
starting with access to Covid-19 vaccines and
treatments — which should be the founding act
of a European Health Union. This is also a cru-
cial initiative to ensure greater gender equality,
as care work remains mainly an invisible and
vital contribution provided by women. Social
protection against disease, against unemploy-
ment and in retirement must be provided as a
universal right for European citizens. Hunger
and housing deprivation cannot be allowed to
return to European societies. A European Child
Guarantee must be the first line of defence of
human dignity.

In order to save jobs, we need to ensure
healthier working conditions that protect peo-
ple from the pandemics, as well as a decent
labour contract for all workers, in all companies
and sectors, including those in telework and
working from platforms. With the EU mecha-
nism “SURE”, short-time work schemes must
be available to prevent massive layoffs, while
new jobs must be created in activities respond-
ing to new social needs: in education, health,
care, housing, mobility, agriculture and energy
production, which needs to conform to the new
greening requirements. Training all citizens in
digital skills so they can produce and use new
digital solutions is a new right — if not a duty -
for the 21st century.




The upcoming National Recovery Plans pro-
vide a unique opportunity to overcome the re-
cession and to rebuild our societies in a more
inclusive and sustainable way. These Plans
must be able to count on a new direction for
national and European budgets, which should
be financed by a new direction in our taxation
systems. Those who pollute, engage in finan-
cial speculation or benefit from extra profits,
particularly in the digital area, should pay their
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fair share of tax: avoidance is simply unaccept-
able, particularly in these hard times. This a
pre-condition to finance a welfare system for
the 21st century.

This Social Rights Monitor organised by SOLI-
DAR is an invaluable instrument to follow what
is really happening on the ground across Eu-
rope and why we have compelling reasons to
act.



INTRODUCTION: EUROPEAN TRENDS

The second edition of SOLIDAR’s Social Rights
Monitor provides an insight into the state of
social rights in different European countries.
This edition reports on 14 countries from the
European Union — Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, France, Germany,
Greece, Hungary, ltaly, Slovakia, Spain and the
Netherlands; two candidate countries — Serbia
and North Macedonia; and one member that
left the EU in 2020, the United Kingdom. The
2020 Monitor assesses the state of social Eu-
rope in terms of equality of opportunities, fair
working conditions, social protection, inclusion
and civic space. It does so on the basis of ob-
servations of National Strategy Groups (NSG)
set up in each of the 17 countries by a SOL-
IDAR member or partner. These groups pool
the expertise of civil society organisations, ac-
ademics and experts in the field and support
this with statistical data and scientific findings.

In the midst of a worldwide pandemic, pub-
lic health and economic concerns have been
pushed to the centre of attention. However,
social rights are also under severe pressure
as a result of Covid-19 and the measures in-
troduced to combat it. Our National Strategy

Groups observed that existing inequalities — in
terms of income, job security, access to health-
care and essential services — have been exac-
erbated by the pandemic. SOLIDAR fears that,
in the fight against the virus and its economic
damage, progress made since the economic
crisis of 2008 will be reversed. We must not
strive to returnto normal, butinstead implement
a just transition to create a new normal that is
fairer, more sustainable, more inclusive and
more equal for all. SOLIDAR’s National Strat-
egy Groups warn that the concerning trends of
increased limitations on civil-society freedoms
and attacks on the free press have continued
and intensified over the last year, sometimes
under the guise of Covid-19 measures.

Finally, the 2020 Monitor assesses the extent
to which these issues have been addressed by
the 2020 Country Specific Recommendations
of the European Semester process. Especial-
ly now that the Semester process has been
merged with the Recovery and Resilience
Plans, we consider it of utmost importance that
these recommendations guide Member States
towards a socially sustainable recovery after
the Covid-19 crisis.

Selected indicators on the state of social rights in Europe

1 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: http:

dataset=ilc_di12

2 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: h

rt_a&lang=en

3 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020/BE

4 Eurostat (2020). In-work at-risk-of-poverty-rate : h
table?lang=en

rowser/view.

5 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/

view/ilc_lvh faul le?lang=en



http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?lang=en&dataset=ilc_di12
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?lang=en&dataset=ilc_di12
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_rt_a&lang=en
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_rt_a&lang=en
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020/BE
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tespm070/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tespm070/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_lvho05a/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_lvho05a/default/table?lang=en

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND FAIR
WORKING CONDITIONS

In the 2019 Social Rights Monitor, we saw
some improvement in social conditions, even
though some European countries were still
not back at pre-2008 crisis levels in terms of,
for example, employment and wage growth.
In the 2020 Monitor, we see some positive
developments with increased minimum wag-
es in Spain, Czechia, Hungary and Slovakia.
However, SOLIDAR partners in all 17 countries
express their concern over increasing income
inequalities. This worry is confirmed by coun-
tries’ Gini coefficients, many of which have
slightly increased since 2010.5

Overall, the National Strategy Groups do not
report any major changes in taxation. But they
do point out that the fiscal burden on low-in-
come households continues to be high, some-
times as a result of flat-rate taxation of income
and a relatively high share of taxation on con-
sumption, especially in Bulgaria, Czechia, Es-
tonia, Greece and Hungary. In countries that
continue to have a flat-rate tax system, low-in-
come households are affected disproportion-
ally and tend to pay a relatively large share of
their income in taxes. Belgium’s last tax reform
benefited low-wage workers but left behind
non-working people.

At the end of 2019, employment in the EU-28
area was at an all-time high of 69.5%.” In fact,
several National Strategy Groups even report-
ed labour shortages, especially in the health-
care, education and services sectors. How-
ever, this increased demand for labour has
not come with improved working conditions.
Most pressing is the rise in precariousness
in the labour market, which all National Strat-
egy Groups flag as a concern. Job insecurity
and precariousness in the labour market were
already flagged in SOLIDAR’s 2019 Social
Rights Monitor. However, the Covid-19 crisis
has made the risks in healthcare, education
and services painfully clear. The same issue
also affects enlargement countries, such as
North Macedonia, where informal employment
is a major feature of the labour market.® In Ser-
bia, the NSG flags high youth unemployment
and a brain drain as key medium-to-long-term
employment challenges.

6 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/

default/table?lang=en

7 Eurostat (2020). Employment rates by sex, age and citizenship (%): https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/L FSQ_ER-

AN__custom_160161/default/table?lang=en

8 European Commission (2020) Commission Staff Working Document — North Macedonia 2020 Report https://ec.europa.eu/

neigh rh -enlargement/sites/near/files/north_m

nia_report_2020.pdf


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi190/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/LFSQ_ERGAN__custom_160161/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/LFSQ_ERGAN__custom_160161/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/north_macedonia_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/north_macedonia_report_2020.pdf

Although recent data is scarce, it is undeniable
that the Covid-19 crisis has had immense ef-
fects on employment in almost all European
countries and will likely continue to do so for
the foreseeable future. Since February 2020,
we have seen the unemployment rate in the
EU-27 increase by a full percentage point, from
6.5% of the population to 7.5% in September.
In Spain, one of the countries hit hardest by
both the first and the second wave of the vi-
rus, unemployment has increased by almost
3 percentage points since the beginning of
the crisis.® Certain sectors and categories of
workers have been hit harder than others. Our
National Strategy Groups report that some of
the sectors hit hardest, such as hospitality and
tourism, are also those that employ a relative-
ly large share of precarious workers and peo-
ple from vulnerable groups such as women,
youths and migrants. Covid-19 and the lock-
down measures that followed in many coun-
tries had a particularly strong impact on these
sectors. Moreover, many of the people working
in them had precarious contracts, leaving them
under-protected after becoming unemployed.

To prevent mass layoffs, most governments
have introduced emergency measures, includ-
ing short-time work schemes that cover part
of workers’ wages. The extent to which these
schemes have been successful in protecting
workers’ incomes and future job security varies
from country to country. The percentage of wag-
es covered also varies, from 100% in Ireland
to only 50% of the minimum wage in Poland.®
Some countries have made the arrangement
conditional, for example forbidding companies
that make use of the scheme to lay off workers.

Our National Strategy Groups report some
contrasting trends for early school leavers. In
some countries they pose a growing problem,
whereas others seem to be more successful in
dealing with the issue. Overall, we see a posi-
tive trend, with the rate of early school leavers in
Europe diminishing: in 2009, 14.2% of students
in the EU-28 still left school without a diploma;
in 2019 this was down to 10.3%.'"" Neverthe-
less, our NSGs point out that, in all countries,
vulnerable groups such as Roma and students
from low-income households are still more like-
ly to leave school without a diploma. There also
continues to be a striking difference between
the sexes, with male students significantly more
likely to leave school early than their female
counterparts. Luckily, this gender gap seems to
be slowly closing. We also see a positive trend
with the number of young people that are nei-
ther in school or training nor employed (NEETS).
This diminished from a peak of 15.9% in 2013 to
12.5% in 2019, according to Eurostat in 2020.12

Some NSGs also call attention to the lack of
qualified teachers, which affects the quality of
education and creates inequalities between
regions, as some have bigger shortages than
others. In some countries, such as Bulgaria,
inequalities have been further worsened by the
transfer of education competences to local au-
thorities. In addition, because many students
have had to rely on distance learning due to
Covid-19, existing socioeconomic inequalities
have been exacerbated. In several countries,
including Italy and Spain, teachers report that
especially pupils from low-income households

9 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age — monthly data: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/une_rt_m/de-

fault/table?lang=en

10 ETUC (8 May, 2020). Covid-19 Watch ETUC Briefing Note: Short Time Work: https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/publica-

ion/file/2020- vid_19%20Briefing%?2

hort%20Time%20Work%20M

res%2 %20April.pdf

11 Eurostat (2020). Early leavers from education and training by sex and labour status: https:/bit.ly/3ImldlI
12 Eurostat (2020). Young people neither in employment nor in education and training by sex (NEET): https://ec.europa.eu/eu-

r rowser/view. 08 2 faul le?lang=en


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/une_rt_m/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/une_rt_m/default/table?lang=en
https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/publication/file/2020-05/Covid_19 Briefing Short Time Work Measures 30 April.pdf
https://www.etuc.org/sites/default/files/publication/file/2020-05/Covid_19 Briefing Short Time Work Measures 30 April.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_08_20/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_08_20/default/table?lang=en

struggle to follow online lessons, as they often
lack the technological tools and a quiet space
at home to study.

0O

This is linked to another issue that has become
acutely problematic: the lack of IT skills amongst
many Europeans. This challenge had already
been recognized before the Covid-19 pandem-
ic. Under President Ursula von der Leyen, the
European Commission made one of its priori-
ties A Europe fit for the digital age. This is play-
ing a prominent role in the European Semester
cycle for 2021 and will be addressed by the Dig-
ital Skills Agenda.® Digital skills were already in
increasing demand in the labour market, and
Covid-19 has made them indispensable for mil-
lions of students to follow remote lessons. The
pandemic has also made digital skills essential
for working from home and for citizens to ac-
cess government services online.

Overall, gender equality in the EU-28 has
slightly improved, with the Gender Equality
Index increasing from 67.4 in 2019 to 67.9 in
2020."* Nevertheless, progress is limited, and
our National Strategy Groups report that the
implementation of the work-life balance direc-
tive has been slow, with large discrepancies
between Member States. We see some posi-
tive developments in childcare and pay trans-
parency. However, in general, gender equality
continues to not be mainstreamed in most Eu-
ropean countries, and NSGs point to the lack
of an overarching framework.

Women in the EU-28
earn on average

15% less

than men
per hour

The gender pay gap shrank in the EU-28 from
17.1%in 2010 to 15% in 2018. Here also, how-
ever, we see large differences between coun-
tries: in Luxembourg women earn on average
1.4% per hour less than men, whereas in Es-
tonia the difference is 21.8%.' To get a full pic-
ture of gender (in)equality in the labour market,
it is important also to consider the employment
gap. In Romania, for example, we see a rela-
tively low gender pay gap (2.2%) but one of
highest European employment gaps, at 19%.16
Similarly, in Denmark the workforce is highly
segregated with women being overrepresent-
ed in lower paid public jobs.

13 European Commisson (2020). Commission presents European Skills Agenda for sustainable competitiveness, social fairness
and resilience: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1196
14 EIGE (2020). Gender Equality Index: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020

15 Eurostat (2020). Gender pay gap in unadjusted form : htt
table?lang=en

rowser/view,

16 Eurostat (2020). Gender employment gap : hitps://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_30/default/table?lang=en


https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_1196
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_20/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_20/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/sdg_05_30/default/table?lang=en

SOCIAL PROTECTION AND INCLUSION

Since 2013, government expenditure'” on so-
cial protection'® as a percentage of GDP has
been steadily dropping. In the period before
Covid, we saw the share of people in Europe
at risk of poverty decrease slightly to 16.8%
in 2019." This development is largely attribut-
ed to increasing employment levels and thus
mainly applies to working individuals. In reali-
ty, there are significant discrepancies between
social groups, and our NSGs call attention to
the fact that minimum-income schemes and
poverty alleviation measures in many Member
States are insufficient to lift people out of pov-
erty. In Greece and Hungary, the financing of
social security has come under pressure, as
employers’ share of social contributions has
been lowered. However, here too we see some
positive development, such as the introduction
of new minimum income schemes in Spain®

and ltaly.?!

Employment continues to be a crucial factor
for the inclusion of migrants and minorities
both for many national governments and for
the European Commission. At the same time,
our National Strategy Groups report language

barriers as the most pressing issue standing
in the way of newcomers accessing essential
services and healthcare, as well as the labour
market. Civil society organisations play a key
role here, sometimes even taking on respon-
sibilities neglected by (national) governments,
such as providing language courses and facil-
itating access to essential services and hous-
ing. It is therefore all the more worrying that
SOLIDAR’s member and partner organisations
report an increase in attacks on organisations
working with migrants, notably in Greece, Hun-
gary, Croatia and Bulgaria.

The lack of quality and affordable housing
continues to one of the most pressing social
issues, according to our NSGs. 15.6% of Eu-
ropeans live in overcrowded accommodation,
and 10.1% live in a household where hous-
ing takes up over 40% of the total disposable

15,6 %

of Europeans live
in overcrowded
accommodation

17 Eurostat (2020). Expenditure on social protection : https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00098/default/

table?lang=en

18 Eurostat (2020). Net social protection benefits: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/SPR_NET_BEN__cus-

tom_166174/default/table?lang=en

19 Eurostat (2020). At-risk-of-poverty rate by poverty threshold, age and sex - EU-SILC and ECHP surveys: https://ec.europa.eu/

r rowser/view/ilc_li02/defaul le?lang=en

20 State Official Newsletter (2020). Royal Decree-Law 20/2020 on the minimum income scheme: https://www.boe.es/eli/es/

rdl/2020/05/29/20/con

21 Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) Reddito di Cittadinanza https://www.redditodicittadinanza.gov.it/



https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00098/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00098/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/SPR_NET_BEN__custom_166174/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/SPR_NET_BEN__custom_166174/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_li02/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_li02/default/table?lang=en
https://www.boe.es/eli/es/rdl/2020/05/29/20/con
https://www.boe.es/eli/es/rdl/2020/05/29/20/con
https://www.redditodicittadinanza.gov.it/

income.?> 2 These issues affect renters and
low-income households much more than they
do home-owners. We also see large differenc-
es between countries, with only 1.7% of house-
holds being overburdened by housing costs in
Malta, compared to 39.5% in Greece.?* The
availability of social housing also leaves much
to be desired: in the Belgian region of Flan-
ders in 2016, there were as many people on
the waiting list as there were already-occupied
social housing units. Furthermore, our Nation-
al Strategy Groups report significant regional
disparities, with housing costs in urban centres
and tourist areas rising especially sharply rela-
tive to incomes.

The healthcare systems in all European coun-
tries have had to cope with an unprecedented
demand for care during the Covid pandemic.
With a total of over 9 million people in the EU/
EEA and UK diagnosed with Covid-19,2° Euro-
pean healthcare systems and their workers are
under immense pressure. This has brought un-
derlying issues such as underfunding and un-
derstaffing to light in the harshest way possible
and impacted the lives of vulnerable groups
most heavily.

The pandemic has been met by weakened
healthcare systems after more than a decade
of cuts and austerity. The financial crisis in
2008 led to a reduction in spending on public
services, including healthcare systems. They
became a target for cuts because their size
made them appear to have. As a result, the
number of hospital beds available in the EU-
28 steadily declined for potential for greater
efficiency more than a decade.?® Already in the
2019 Social Rights Monitor, SOLIDAR mem-
bers and partners raised concerns over the
shortages of qualified healthcare staff in sev-
eral countries.

Several National Strategy Groups have also
voiced concerns about regional disparities in
the availability and accessibility of healthcare
in countries including France, Belgium, Croatia
and Serbia. The reasons are mostly a short-
age of qualified medical staff or regionalised
management of health policies and infrastruc-
tures. Our National Strategy Groups in Bulgar-
ia, Denmark, Estonia, Germany and Italy warn
that the language barrier remains the biggest
obstacle for migrants and minorities to access
healthcare. In Bulgaria, France, Greece and
Spain, administrative burdens are reported as
an additional complicating factor.

22 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by sex - EU-SILC survey: https://ec.europa. rost tabrowser/view/tessi17 faul
table?lang=en

23 Eurostat (2020). Housing cost overburden rate by sex - EU-SILC survey: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tes-
i1 fault/table?lang=en

24 Eurostat (2018). Housing statistics: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Housing_statistics
25 European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (2020). COVID-19 situation update for the EU/EEA and the UK, as of 8

November 2020: https://www.

-2019-ncov-

26 Eurostat (2020). Hospital beds by type of care: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/HLTH RS _BDS__cus-

m_177 faul le?lang=en


https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi170/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi170/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi160/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tessi160/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Housing_statistics
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/cases-2019-ncov-eueea
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/HLTH_RS_BDS__custom_177966/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/HLTH_RS_BDS__custom_177966/default/table?lang=en

CIVIC SPACE

The deterioration of civic space across Europe
is a concerning trend. SOLIDAR members and
partners report that financial support for civil
society organisations (CSOs) is diminishing
and, in some countries such as Germany, has
become subject to stricter scrutiny and taxa-
tion. CSOs working with migrants are facing
increasing attacks — both financial and legal -
from governments, as well as extremist groups.

In an attempt to contain the Covid-19 virus,
many governments across the continent have
limited the freedom of assembly by prohibit-
ing public gatherings or limiting their size. Al-
though this is understandable in the context
of the pandemic, the impact it has had on the
right to demonstrate might not be justifiable,
especially in light of the often more lenient
measures imposed on commercial enterpris-
es. Also during the Covid-19 pandemic, so-
cial partners have seen their competences
undermined by governments taking unilateral

decisions on employment issues without (suf-
ficient) consultation with trade unions and em-
ployers organisations. In France, trade unions
began in spring to demand to be involved in
negotiations over remote working, and talks fi-
nally started in November.

In addition, continuous attacks on the media by
both state actors and extreme right groups are
endangering the freedom of the press. In the
Netherlands, the state broadcaster has been
forced to remove logos from its satellite vans
after continued threats and attacks from right-
wing conspiracy theorists.?” Reporters Without
Borders says that, although some European
countries are still leaders in press freedom,
free journalism in Europe is under threat from
“illiberal democracies” and the “fight against ter-
rorism”, especially in the east and south of the
continent.? The concentration of media owner-
ship in the hands of a few powerful actors fur-
ther limits freedom of the press in these regions.

27 NOS (2020). NOS haalt na aanhoudende bedreigingen logo van satellietwagens : https:/nos.nl/artike-
I/2352452-nos-haalt-na-aanhoudende-bedreigingen-logo-van-satellietwagens.html
28 Reporters without Borders (2020). Europe - Central Asia: https://rsf.org/en/europe-central-asia



https://nos.nl/artikel/2352452-nos-haalt-na-aanhoudende-bedreigingen-logo-van-satellietwagens.html
https://nos.nl/artikel/2352452-nos-haalt-na-aanhoudende-bedreigingen-logo-van-satellietwagens.html
https://rsf.org/en/europe-central-asia

COMPARISON WITH COUNTRY-SPECIFIC

RECOMMENDATIONS

The 2020 Country-Specific Recommendations
were published in May, at the height of the first
peak of the pandemic. It is therefore not sur-
prising that many of the recommendations
have a strong focus on mitigating the first direct
effects of Covid-19 on healthcare systems and
the economy. We are pleased to note that for
the majority of the countries covered in the So-
cial Rights Monitor, the European Commission
also recommends strengthening social safety
nets, including for atypical workers (ltaly) and

the self-employed (the Netherlands). How-
ever, the socioeconomic effects of this crisis
go much deeper than income. Our National
Strategy Groups report that Covid-19 is heav-
ily impacting all aspects of social rights, from
employment to education and from access to
essential services to civic space. As it is be-
coming ever clearer that Covid-19 will continue
to affect our societies for the foreseeable fu-
ture, SOLIDAR insists that a broader approach
to its socioeconomic consequences is needed.
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After Belgium’s federal elections on 26 May
2019, the same day as regional and Europe-
an elections, it took until 1 October 2020 to
form a new federal government; in the inter-
im, a caretaker government ran the country’s
current affairs. In the 2019 elections, the re-
gions displayed a striking contrast in terms
of voting: while a majority of Flemings vot-
ed for nationalist, right or far-right parties, in
French-speaking Wallonia the greens and the
left prevailed.
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On the social side, Belgium has had one of the
EU’s highest per-capita rates of both infections
and deaths from Covid-19.While intensive care
units did not reach saturation point as they did
in other countries, the National Strategy Group
(NSG) led by Pour la Solidarité (PLS) consid-
ers that a re-evaluation of the health system’s
needs and shortages is Belgium’s number-one
social priority. Other pressing issues pointed
out by the NSG are structural inequalities, the
quality of employment and youth employment.
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The National Strategy Group for Belgium has
highlighted the Pacte pour 'emploi — known
as the Jobsdeal package — as the main mile-
stone in employment and tax policies in re-
cent years. This set of measures comprises
a social and a fiscal component. The overall
goal of the policy is to help companies find the
workers they need and help people who have
lost their job to find another. The Jobsdeal con-
tains several features, including the following:
registering newly unemployed workers more
quickly at unemployment offices, incentives
to undergo and invest in training, outplace-
ment assistance directed at sectors short of
manpower and support for seniors over 65
who wish to engage in a professional activity.”
While measures to support employment are
always welcome, some of them are designed
at workers’ expense, as was the case with the
austerity measures in multiple EU countries.
Belgium was no exception to the trend, and
in 2018 new notice periods came into effect,
especially affecting workers with less than six
months of service. Those new, shorter no-
tice periods for employers were intended to
encourage the recruitment of new workers,
by lowering the cost of dismissing perma-
nent workers. For instance, an employer now
only has to give one week’s notice to dismiss
someone who has less than three months of

7 RTBF (2019). Le Jobsdeal va se concrétiser mais dans une version light : htt

se-concretiser-mais-dans-une-version-light?id=10122263

seniority, compared to a previous notice peri-
od of two weeks.®

On the social side, one of the Jobsdeal mea-
sures implemented in 2019 granted the right
to outplacement assistance to a value of EUR
1,800 for employees whose contract was end-
ed because the employer invoked medical
force majeure.®

The previous federal government launched
the third and last phase of its tax shift in Jan-
uary 2019. Adopted in 2015, this fiscal pack-
age aimed to lower taxes on both workers and
companies, in order to increase purchasing
power. The last phase raised the minimum tax-
able income and increased net salaries by a
small amount. In 2019, a study found the tax
shift measures would mainly benefit low-wage
workers, whose purchasing power would rise
7% over the long term, compared to a 4.4%
increase for workers on average. The NSG
notes that these measures, by focusing on the
reduction of taxes on labour, left the non-work-
ing population behind: the unemployed and the
pensioners barely enjoyed any increase in pur-
chasing power over the 2016-2019 period.°

/Iwww.rtbf. tail_le-j

8 Eurofound (2019), Labour market segmentation: Piloting new empirical and policy analyses.
9 European Commission (2019), Flash Reports on Labour Law April 2019
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The government of Flanders abruptly decided
in the summer of 2019 to put an end to its co-
operation with Unia, the Belgian public service
agency that fights against discrimination and
promotes human rights. The Flemish region
plans to set up its own equal-opportunities
institution, which will operate on the basis on
Flanders’ own legal instruments. Unia will con-
tinue to be competent in Flanders but will have
to operate alongside this new body, except for
criminal matters, where it will retain sole com-
petence. Unia’s activities will directly be im-
pacted by this decision, as it will cut 10% from
its operating budget. Cooperation between the
government of Flanders and Unia is scheduled
to continue until 2023.™

One development which raises great con-
cerns for SOLIDAR’s National Strategy Group
is the introduction in the autumn of 2019 of a
much tougher migration policy in Flanders. Jan
Jambon of the N-VA (New Flemish Alliance),
Minister-President of the region, is not bashful
about the fact this new policy will make it hard-
er for foreigners to come to live in Flanders. He

11 Unia (2019). Unia réagit a la décision de la Flandre d’arréter leur coopération : htt

decision-de-la-flandre-darreter-leur-cooperation

argued that, “the entry ticket is becoming more
expensive, but someone who is in gets full
membership”.’”? The new policy entails high-
er requirements for newcomers in areas such
as knowledge of Dutch, common values and
civic participation. The already compulsory
integration course and exam will now have a
fee of EUR 360. There will be longer residency
requirements to access some social benefits,
such as social housing, and asylum-seekers
will no longer retroactively receive childcare al-
lowance once they are granted asylum. Com-
munities will also be held to stricter standards,
as the measure also foresees the tightening
and prolongation of the process of recognition
for schools and religious communities.'® Even-
tually, to access public funding, religious com-
munities will be subject to a four-year review
period, and CSOs will have to use Dutch in
every public communication.' More troubling
is the fact this unabashedly right-wing policy
did not stir much controversy in the coalition in
power in Flanders: even the centre-right Min-
ister Wouter Beke said he was fully on board
with the measure.

The NSG points out that the adoption of this
measure took place in a context where Belgium
has a rather poor record in integrating people
of foreign origin into the labour market.'
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Belgium has the fourth lowest gender pay gap
in the European Union, with women earning
6.0% less than men in 2018, compared with
an EU average of 16%.'®* However, that does
not mean there is almost complete equality
between men and women in the labour mar-
ket, as there are factors other than the gap in
hourly wages, such as the gender employment
gap and the number of hours of paid work in
a month. Belgium performs fairly well in the
former: the employment rate of women was
9.8 percentage points less than that of men in
2017, better than the average EU gap of 11.5
percentage points.’” But the number hours of
paid work is less balanced, as “43.6 % of em-
ployed women work part-time, while 11.8% of
men don’t work full-time”."®

Nevertheless, if one focuses on the gender
gap for hourly pay, Belgium appears to be do-
ing a good job at tackling this inequality, as
the indicator went down from 10.2% in 2010
to 6.0% in 2018." One of the reasons may be
the implementation of the latest legislation on
equal pay, the law of 22 April 2012 and its 2013
amendment. The law aims to tackle unequal
pay at all levels: at the interbranch level, with
the obligation for social partners to put equal
pay on the agenda of their national biannu-
al negotiations; at the sectoral level, through
the introduction of gender-neutral job classifi-
cations; and eventually at the company level
through the organisation of sustained dialogue
and monitoring, with a view to adopting an
equality plan.®

16 European Commission (2020). Factsheet on Gender Pay Gap 2019: h

r _gap-2019.pdf

In Belgium, most policies pertaining to edu-
cation and employment are the competence
of the regions or linguistic communities. The
NSG welcomes the various STEM (science,
technology, engineering and mathematics)
strategies put in place by the regions and
communities, but it also warns of the lack of a
comprehensive strategy to meet labour market
needs, one that would encompass all regions
and communities. Another comment was that
there are great regional disparities in educa-
tion. This is the case for the rate of early school
leavers (ESL), where the rate in Belgium as a
whole is rather low (8.9% in 2017, below the
European average of 10.6%). But this number
that hides a disturbing gap: the rate ranges
from 12.9% in the Brussels-Capital Region to
7.2% in Flanders. Social inequalities are also a
factor, as the ESL rate is strikingly high for non-
EU born people (16.7%) and for young men in
urban areas (14.4%).

The Brussels government has undertaken to
tackle this issue, by strengthening the coor-
dination of its three regional school drop-out
schemes, and by working with the communi-
ties, municipalities and local actors to put to-
gether a comprehensive plan to combat ESL
in the region.*'
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Unemployment of people between the ages of
15 and 24 in Belgium averaged 14.2% in 2019,
on a par with the EU average for that year. But
this number, while already large, hides big re-
gional disparities: in 2019 youth unemployment
was 29.5% in the Brussels-Capital Region and
21.9% in Walloon Region but only 9.6% in Flan-
ders.?? To tackle this issue and as part of the
previous mentioned Jobsdeal, the federal gov-
ernment has resorted to allowing “starter jobs”:
since 2019 youths between the age of 18 and 20

In April 2019, the social partners concluded
an intersectoral collective labour agreement,
increasing the maximum quota of voluntary
overtime per calendar year from 100 to 120
hours. Within this framework, agreements may
be concluded at sector level to increase this to
up to 360 hours per calendar year.?

without previous professional experience can
be hired at a gross salary inferior to the statuto-
ry minimum wage in a sector. The young work-
er is then compensated for the difference with
a monetary transfer from the employer, which
is exempted from social contributions and pay-
roll taxes, so that the net salary is unchanged.?®
This measure was intended to foster the hire of
young people, as it leads to lower wage costs for
the employer. An issue with this measure is that
the youths employed under these conditions
only build up social rights based on the reduced
gross salary, so they lose out in these terms.

In-work poverty in Belgium is among the low-
est in the EU, at around 5% since 2013, while
the European average has been 9% over the
same period. This is mainly due to the fact that
minimum wages are relatively high compared
to other EU countries, and only a small propor-
tion of the working population earns them.®
However, that is not the only factor. In line with
other EU countries, single-parent households,
temporary workers, the self-employed and the
low-educated are particularly exposed to in-
work poverty.
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Public social spending including health ac-
counted for 28.9% of Belgian GDP in 2018,
the second highest among OECD countries.?®
Although Belgium has one of the broadest so-
cial protection systems in the EU, inequalities
persist.

The situation has stalled for low-income house-
holds and especially those living below the pov-
erty line, despite benefits having kept up with
economic prosperity, as the National Strategy
Group underlines. Belgium is highly unlikely to
achieve the commitment made in the National
Reform Programme 2011 towards the Europe
2020 strategy, which was to lift 380,000 people
out of poverty by 2020.2” According to official
figures, the risk of poverty has not receded over
the last 10 years. Rather, it is slightly increas-
ing for most categories of the population (both
men and women and all ages except seniors)
and amounted to 16.4% for the general pop-
ulation in 2018. For young people (16-24) the
risk of poverty has increased by 27% in nine
years.?® Young people, the unemployed, sin-
gle-parent households, people with a low level
of education and renters are the most exposed
categories. In this regard, the NSG notes with
regret that while there exists a summit espe-
cially dedicated to cooperation and the consis-
tency of poverty policy in Belgium —namely the
Interministerial Conference on Social Integra-
tion and Social Economy, which is supposed
to gather ministers from the federal, regional
and linguistic community levels — it has not met
since 2013.

26 OECD (2020), Social spending (indicator). doi: 10.1787/7497563b-en :

As reported by the NSG, the Covid-19 cri-
sis caused employment growth in Belgium to
come to an abrupt halt in 2020. Unemployment
is forecast to rise to 7% in 2020, after reach-
ing an historic low of 4.9% in the first quarter
of 2020.2° The NSG worries the pandemic may
cause living conditions to worsen for low-in-
come households, as they will likely be the first
impacted by the economic downturn.

Belgium usually ranks amongst the countries
that spend the most on unemployment ben-
efits. OECD data on public unemployment
spending shows the country topped the rank-
ing of OECD countries between 2015 and
2017, with more than 2.5% of GDP spent on
unemployment benefits.*° In spite of this posi-
tive picture, the NSG has warned about the risk
of increased conditionality of rights to social
minima and social benefits. The Centres Pub-
lics d’Action Sociale (CPAS) [Public Centres for
Social Welfare] are tasked with ensuring that
every individual can live a decent life. However,
the NSG reports a noticeable trend towards the
sidelining of social concerns. An instance of
this is the increasing tendency of the CPAS to
define conditions of eligibility or access and to
monitor and even sanction people. The govern-
ment also tried to pass, as part of the Jobsdeal,
a measure to make unemployment benefit
more digressive, while raising benefits in the
first months of unemployment. The rationale
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behind this proposal was that it would increase
the financial incentive to find work and there-
fore absorb unemployment faster. Here again,
the NSG voices concern that a faster reduction
of revenue would only reinforce the precarious-
ness of the long-term unemployed, exposing
them to poverty or forcing them to accept jobs
that do not match their qualifications or aspi-
rations. Fortunately, the governing coalition did
not reach agreement on this measure and it did
not make it into the final text.3' But making un-
employment benefits more digressive is part of
a larger narrative that paints the unemployed
as lacking sufficient incentive to find new em-
ployment. This idea is pervasive and likely to
return in future policy proposals.

The National Strategy Group has applauded
the series of benefits for independent work-
ers (self-employed) which was introduced
in Spring 2019. In May of that year, paternity
and birth leaves were introduced: from then
on self-employed co-parents, in the same way
as employees, were entitled to 10 days, or 20
half days, of leave compensated by their health
insurance programme.® In June, the waiting
period of 14 days before independent work-
ers received their allowance for incapacity to
work was abolished; now these workers are
compensated from the first day of incapacity,
proven that the total number days of incapacity
exceeds seven.® Eventually, the self-employed
also saw an extension of their “bridging rights”

31 RTBF (2019). Le Jobsdeal va se concrétiser, mais dans une version light : htt
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— financial benefits coupled with the mainte-
nance of some rights without having to contrib-
ute —when they are forced to cease or interrupt
their activity under some conditions.®*

Social housing is sorely lacking in Belgium,
the National Strategy Group points out. Social
housing is a regional competence, and it is par-
ticularly low as a percentage of the total hous-
ing market: 5.6% in Flanders, 5.3% in Wallonia
and 7% in Brussels-Capital in 2016. As a re-
sult, waiting lists are long: that year, Flanders
had almost as many households on its waiting
list as it had affordable housing units. Belgium
is not doing very well in this area compared to
other EU countries: social housing makes up
34% of the Netherlands’ housing market and
26% of Austria’s.®® The few housing allowances
that exist in Belgium cover only the worst-case
situations (homeless people) or very specif-
ic ones (disabled people needing accessible
housing, for example, or people who need to
leave an unsanitary abode). There is no gener-
al benefit for low-income households to access
decent housing. Furthermore, the benefits and
conditions vary from one region to another. As
a last resort, the CPAS can step in, but it only
does so either under very strict conditions or in
a way that deprives the individual of their au-
tonomy and is akin to guardianship. The lack
of a comprehensive housing benefit system
and the marginal share of social housing have
led to deep inequality in access to housing in
Brussels.
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GOOD PRACTICE

In the Brussels-Capital Region, the
Agences Immobiliéres Sociales, AIS
[Social Real Estate Agencies] are rec-
ognised and have had agreements with
and subsidies from the region since
1998. The mission of these non-profit
organisations is to offer affordable rental
accommodation from the private market
to low-income households. In exchange
for quality accommodation at a rent infe-
rior to the market price, the AIS offer the
landlord a wide range of services related
to lease management, while guarantee-
ing stable rent payment.®® The AIS cur-
rently manage more than 6,000 units in
the Brussels region.

Austerity in Belgium hit not only employment
legislation, but also healthcare. The NSG de-
scribes the policies implemented by the Michel
government (2014-2019) as among the tough-
est ever put in place in healthcare. Between
2014 and 2019, EUR 2.1 billion-worth of sav-
ings were made in the sector. According to Sol-
idaris - Mutualité Socialiste, this represented
a direct saving of EUR 130 million, charged to
users. There was, for example, a 21% increase
in supplemental fees for ambulatory care in
2017. Hundreds of millions in cuts have affect-
ed healthcare providers as well. The NSG high-
lights that, while the Belgian healthcare system
is efficient in terms of intensive care in hospi-
tals, the Covid-19 pandemic has made salient a
number of shortcomings affecting the resilience
of the system. Belgium has a structural short-
age of medical doctors that becomes highly
problematic in times of crisis. Almost half the
practising doctors are over 55 years old, which

36 https://www.fedais.be/
37 OCDE/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019), Belgique: Profils de santé par pays 2019, State of

Health in the EU
38 Ibidem.

39 OCDE/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019), Belgique: Profils de santé par pays 2019, State of
Health in the EU

raises great concerns about a future shortage.
To remedy the situation, the number of students
allowed in medical school has been raised in
recent years.’” The country is, luckily, better
equipped in terms of nurses, with 11 per 1,000
inhabitants, well above the European average.®

When it comes to the affordability of healthcare,
the European Observatory on Health Systems
and Policies (EOHSP) and the OECD report-
ed in a 2020 joint analysis that individuals with
low incomes declare unmet medical needs
more often than the rest of the population. The
inequality of access is especially noticeable in
dental care, and the reasons are mainly finan-
cial: health insurance does not fully cover this
type of care, so the out-of-pocket expenditure
is significant.®®

Health is among Belgium’s regionalised poli-
cies, which means responsibility is shared be-
tween the federal state and the federated en-
tities (regions and communities). The federal
level is responsible for regulating and financing
compulsory health insurance, as well as for op-
erating and financing the hospitals. The feder-
ated entities are in charge of health promotion
and prevention, as well as coordination and
cooperation between the different health de-
partments. This structure can account for the
significant regional disparities reported in the
share of persons self-reporting unmet needs
in 2017, according to a study conducted by
the European Social Observatory published in
2020.%° The researchers found that 5% of peo-
ple report unmet needs in Flanders, 9% in Wal-
lonia and a striking 22% in the Brussels Region.
They add that, even after adjusting for income,
health needs and socioeconomic and demo-
graphic factors, the inter-regional differences
remain significant and might be explained by
the fact that municipalities, through CPAS and
OCMW, play an important role in supporting
vulnerable people.
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The NSG’s work sheds light on a series of
obstacles, essentially administrative in na-
ture, to equitable access to healthcare. For
asylum-seekers, accessibility varies depend-
ing on the place they are staying. In collective
reception centres, primary care is provided
mostly internally and is paid for by the Fedasil,
the Belgian authority responsible for the recep-
tion of asylum-seekers. On the other hand, in
local reception initiatives, which are made up
primarily of private homes and often managed
by the CPAS, the CPAS decides whether to
grant the permission and funding needed to
consult a health professional. In the end, be-
cause the CPAS and the Fedasil do not oper-
ate according to the same principles, two par-
allel systems coexist. This makes it complex
for asylum-seekers to find their way around the
healthcare system.

According to the EOHSP and the OECD, un-
documented migrants and homeless people
are two other vulnerable groups that experi-
ence difficulties in accessing healthcare. On
one hand, undocumented migrants cannot be
affiliated to a Belgian health insurance. While
they are entitled to emergency medical care,
they seldom turn to it. On the other hand,
homeless people, while entitled to benefit from
healthcare like the rest of the population (pro-
vided that they have residency rights), face ob-
stacles due to their absence of fixed home and
their reluctance to ask for medical help. Con-
sequently, they mostly only access healthcare
through hospitals’ emergency departments.*’

41 Devos C et al. (2019), Performance of the Belgian Health System — Report 2019. KCE Report 313. Belgian Health Care Knowl-
edge Centre (KCE), Brussels, in OCDE/European Observatory on Health Systems and Policies (2019). Belgique: Profils de santé

par pays 2019, State of Health in the EU



Generally speaking, civic rights in Belgium are
not under threat. The country is classified as
having an “open” civic space by CIVICUS’s Civ-
ic Space Monitor*2 and ranked 12th in terms of
press freedom in 2020, a very small drop from
the previous year, when it ranked ninth.*® In
2019, freedom of information in Belgium was
safeguarded, as the Council of State issued
an alert that a proposed law might violate the
European Court of Human Rights’ legal prec-
edents on the right to information. Under the
proposal, whistle-blowers could have faced
a prison term of up to five years for revealing
classified information, while individuals without
security clearance doing this (typically, investi-
gative journalists) would have been exposed to
a fine up to EUR 5,000.# The government with-
drew the proposed law and amended it before
resubmitting it.*

In 2019, the federal parliament passed a law
establishing an independent National Human
Rights Institution. Several organisations have
welcomed this adoption positively, highlighting
that this new institution would be able to take a
holistic approach to human rights; till now, the

42 CIVICUS (2020). Belgium : https://monitor.civicus.or ntr

human rights landscape has been scattered
between different institutions with different
mandates, due to the complexity of the Bel-
gian legal system.*¢ While cheering the news,
Amnesty International expressed reservations,
noting with regret that the mandate of the in-
stitution would be limited to federal matters,
leaving out of its scope of action topics such
as the integration of human rights in education
(the latter being a regional matter).*”

Despite this overall positive civic landscape,
the National Strategy Group underlines some
more worrying developments regarding the
right of peaceful assembly. 2019 and 2020 saw
increased police repression at protests. That
was especially the case during May 2019, as
the country held federal, regional and Europe-
an Parliament elections. As a yellow vests-in-
spired demonstration allegedly turned disor-
derly, the police arrested and detained around
350 people.*® A similar incident occurred in Oc-
tober 2019, when climate protesters were tar-
geted with water cannon, batons and pepper
spray during a peaceful sit-in, and 435 of them
were arrested.*

Igium
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The European Commission’s 2020 coun-
try-specific recommendations for Belgium fo-
cused mainly on the socio-economic impact
of the Covid-19 pandemic and facilitating eco-
nomic recovery. After recognizing the negative
impact of the crisis on several indicators, the
Commission called on Belgium to reinforce the
resilience of its health system and mitigate the
employment and social impacts of the pan-
demic in the long term. It also gave advice on
medium-term measures to support the busi-
ness environment, especially SMEs and the
self-employed, notably by the provision of li-
quidity. The National Strategy Group points out
that these measures are necessary, while plac-
ing emphasis on the need to protect people
rather than cater to the business environment.

In the 2019 country-specific recommenda-
tions, the Commission had advised Belgium to
“remove disincentives to work and strengthen
the effectiveness of active labour market pol-
icies, in particular for low-skilled, older work-
ers and people with a migrant background”.
The NSG supports the strengthening of la-
bour market policies aimed at low-skilled and
vulnerable groups. However, its diagnosis of
labour market policies differs from that of the
country-specific recommendations. The Com-
mission seems to adhere to the “disincentives
to work” narrative that the National Strategy
Group specifically reported to be detrimental
to social protection in Belgium.
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Despite recent improvements, Bulgaria con-
tinues to underperform in addressing structur-
al inequalities, which are expected to worsen
with the Covid-19 outbreak. Income inequality
stands at a quintile ratio of 8.1, 53% of peo-
ple live either on or below the minimum wage,
and Bulgaria ranks 19th in the Gender Equal-
ity Index. Even though unemployment levels
at 4.6% are below EU average, these rates do
not reflect the situation of Roma, young people
and people with disabilities. Not only are these
social groups employed at a lower rate but
they are also more vulnerable to precarious-
ness and worse living conditions as reported
by SOLIDAR’s National Strategy Group (NSG)
in Bulgaria. Nevertheless, the NSG considers
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youth and Roma mediators as well as com-
pulsory quotas for people with disabilities as
positive improvements in active targeted em-
ployment measures. As for the state of social
protection, both the Country Specific Recom-
mendation and the NSG indicate the need
to address the barriers to essential services,
with co-payment in healthcare as a particular
concern in times of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Furthermore, a significant deterioration of the
civic space has been noted in Bulgaria with the
NSG especially concerned with threats to CSO
activity on the counts of anti-Bulgarian-ness,
inconsistencies in restrictions of freedom of
assembly and constraints to freedom of press
favoring pro-government voices.
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights
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The Bulgarian National Strategy Group (NSG)
led by the Institute for Social Integration has
reported no major changes to the taxation sys-
tem in the last year in Bulgaria. The flat 10%
personal income tax, lowest rate for such in
the EU’, continues to be incapable of financ-
ing an adequate welfare system, as reported
by the NSG. Despite steady economic growth
throughout 2018 and 20198, taxation reve-
nues as percentage of GDP remain one of the
lowest in the EU®. Furthermore, a decreasing
social protection expenditure since 2016 in-
creases the already high tax burden on low in-
come families.

As a result, the NSG considers that Bulgaria
is underperforming when addressing existing
inequalities. Even though unemployment rates
are below EU average at4.6% ', severe income
disparities exist between the highest and low-
est earners. The income inequality rate is the
lowestinthe EU at 8.1, but has been increasing
since 2018'2. 76% of people declaring monthly
income receive less than a monthly net figure
of EUR 460, and 53.85% of the same total de-
clare a monthly net income equal or below the

7 European Commission (2020) Taxation Trends in the European Union: 2020 Edition htt

taxation/files/taxation_trends_report_2020.pdf

8 European Commission (2020) Country Report Bulgaria 2020 h

minimum wage of EUR 286'3'4. In comparison
to 2017, the percentage of population in the
lowest income bracket seems to be on the rise
by 1.8% of the population of 2017, whereas the
highest income bracket has increased by 14%
in population, as reported by the NSG.

Bulgaria’s performance in the Gender Equality
Index has improved since 2015 but it still re-
mains below the EU average, ranking at 19th
with a score of 58.8'°. Even though the gen-
der employment gap at 8.6% and the gender
pay gap at 13.5% are below EU average’®, the
move towards gender equality is taking place
at a slower speed that the rest of the Union.
EIGE indicates that more improvements have
to be seen in the income and work-life balance
domains'’. Yet both the European Equality Law
Network and the NSG have not reported any
new policy developments for gender equality
since 20188 °. Furthermore, the NSG disclos-
es a lack of access to information regarding
gender mainstreaming initiatives through the
National Council on Equality between Wom-
en and Men, the official advisory body to the
Council of Ministers.
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GOOD PRACTICE

The programme “Warm Breakfast and
Warm Lunch” has been introduced na-
tion-wide and intends to improve the
wellbeing of Roma minority children. This
is achieved by ensuring that local munici-
palities guarantee access to two meals a
day for this vulnerable group in exchange
for their enrolment in formal education.
Not only does the programme cover their
nutritional needs but it also provides
these children with a safe space to de-
velop educational skills during the day.

The education system in Bulgaria still faces

major challenges in terms of quality and in-
clusiveness. The latest data on underachieve-
ment shows that Bulgaria ranks the lowest in
the EU, with geography and socio-economic
background strongly influencing academic
performance?®. The rate of early leavers is also
amongst the highest in the EU at 13.9 %?', the
ROMA population being more vulnerable to
this trend due to school segregation and serve
poverty barriers?2. The NSG reported that the
expected results of the transfer of competence
on programme design to education centres to
adapt to local specificities in 2018 have not
materialised. Despite complying with these
changes, schools have closely imitated each
other, thus not finally implementing real change
at this level. Furthermore, the NSG requests
an increase in the capacity of municipal- and
state-level childcare to develop early-leaver
programmes to tackle the low rate of participa-
tion in early childhood education.
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Currently at 2.4%, the share of long-term un-
employment in Bulgaria has been declining
since 2013, slowly converging towards the EU
average?. Although this results from positive
labour market developments, the figure does
not reflect the situation of the most vulnerable,
for which integration into the labour market re-
mains slow. Roma, young people, and people
in rural areas have an unemployment rate of
55%, 12.5% and 9.4% respectively?* 2°. In the
hopes of ameliorating this situation, Bulgaria
has introduced youth and Roma mediators and
developed mobile labour offices to reach out to
these groups?.

The National Strategy Group has recently
noticed a significant development in the inte-
gration of people with disabilities. Following
consultations with social partners, Parliament
voted in favour of the Integration of Persons
with Disabilities Act in force since 2019 and
reinforced by the National Strategy for Peo-
ple with Disabilities®”. Amongst the newly in-
troduced measures are employment quotas
for companies with over 50 employees with
additional financial benefits to assure the ac-
cessibility of the workplace. Non-compliance
with the quotas results in fines of EUR 2,500
or higher as a way to finance a Compensation
Fund destined for the improvement of social
services for people with disabilities. The NSG
welcomes this measure as a step in the right
direction to address this labour market inequal-
ity, as the employment rate of people with dis-
abilities in Bulgaria remains the lowest in the
EU at 39.5%?%.
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The NSG points out that precariousness is
widespread in Bulgaria as has been confirmed
by several studies in recent?®. With 21% of the
economy developing in the grey sector and
16% of labour undeclared®, precariousness
is concentrated in the agriculture, manufac-
turing, and construction industries. The mains
drivers of this labour market trend in Bulgar-
ia are high involuntary and marginal part time
work and a lower-than-average perception of
job security®'. This is further evidenced by the
fact that the most recurrent reasons for recent
unemployment are redundancies and end of
seasonal or temporary job 2. The NSG further
adds that low trade union density also weak-
ens the capacity to reach collective labour
agreements at company level in all sectors,
further hindering the possibilities to face pre-
cariousness. Young people recently entering
the labour market, older workers closer to the
retirement age and people with disabilities are
the most vulnerable to this trend, as identified
by the NSG.

Given these working conditions, emigration
to other EU, notably to Germany, the UK and
Spain, are contributing to the diminishing
working-age population and to the changes
in economic development®. In 2018, 50,000

Bulgarians, mostly between the ages of 25 and
49, left the country in search for better employ-
ment and living conditions®*. This trend further
exacerbates the labour market shortages and
is expected to hit the education and healthcare
sector in rural areas the hardest®.

Despite the enactment of the National Strategy
for Integration on Migration, Asylum and Inte-
gration 2015-2020, the NSG believes that not
enough action is being taken to process the
asylum petitions. The Strategy has not been
followed by any specific action plans, target-
ed funding allocations, or provision of social
inclusion programmes such as civic educa-
tion, language classes or vocational training®.
Nevertheless, a separate regulation adopted
in 2017, which regulated the agreement be-
tween asylum seeker and the State®, ensured
access to a social protection and integration
service package through municipalities on a
voluntary basis. Not only is the implementation
of this more recent act slow, but the NSG also
indicates a lack of reporting concerning the
number of agreements reached. They are of
the opinion that only 64 Syrian asylum seek-
ers have officially been accepted through this
procedure, given that this is the only available
information.

29 Marshall, Shelly (2019) Living Wage: regulatory Solutlon to Informal and Precarlous Work in GIobaI Supply Chalns https://

wCHoECAgQAQ#v onepage&q_precarlousness%ZObulgarla&f fals

30 Eurofound (2019) Bulgarla Latest developments in working I|fe Q32019 nps //www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/arti-
| I | lif Z

32 National Statrstrcal Instltute (2020) Labour Force Survey Quarterly Data: Unemployed and unemployment rates — national level

https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/6481/unemployed-and-unemployment-rates-national-level-statistical-regions
33 Georgieva, Maria (2019) Reversrng the braln drain: How Plovdiv lures young Bulgarlans home https://www.theguardian.com/

34 European Commission (2020) Country Report Bulgaria 2020 https.//eur Iex.europa.eu/legal -content/EN/TXT/PDFE/?uri=CEL-
EX:5202 1&from=EN

35 Ibid.

36 European Commission (2020) Governance of Migrant Integration in Bulgaria https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/gover-
nan Igari

37 Official Journal of the Republic of Bulgaria (2017) Decree Ne 144 of 19 July 2017 on the adoption of an Ordinance on the terms
and conditions for concluding, implementing and terminating the agreement on the integration of aliens with asylum or international
protection h rliament.bg/DVWi howMaterialDV.jsp?idMat=11


https://books.google.bg/books?id=qRmEDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA99&lpg=PA99&dq=precariousness+bulgaria&source=bl&ots=aCDWvPMds4&sig=ACfU3U1h1KOrgpYqxiZRlVbVm4wZSUeUiQ&hl=bg&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjxnNGSsonqAhVP1BoKHUCNDXgQ6AEwCHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=precariousness bulgaria&f=false
https://books.google.bg/books?id=qRmEDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA99&lpg=PA99&dq=precariousness+bulgaria&source=bl&ots=aCDWvPMds4&sig=ACfU3U1h1KOrgpYqxiZRlVbVm4wZSUeUiQ&hl=bg&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjxnNGSsonqAhVP1BoKHUCNDXgQ6AEwCHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=precariousness bulgaria&f=false
https://books.google.bg/books?id=qRmEDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA99&lpg=PA99&dq=precariousness+bulgaria&source=bl&ots=aCDWvPMds4&sig=ACfU3U1h1KOrgpYqxiZRlVbVm4wZSUeUiQ&hl=bg&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjxnNGSsonqAhVP1BoKHUCNDXgQ6AEwCHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=precariousness bulgaria&f=false
https://books.google.bg/books?id=qRmEDwAAQBAJ&pg=PA99&lpg=PA99&dq=precariousness+bulgaria&source=bl&ots=aCDWvPMds4&sig=ACfU3U1h1KOrgpYqxiZRlVbVm4wZSUeUiQ&hl=bg&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjxnNGSsonqAhVP1BoKHUCNDXgQ6AEwCHoECAgQAQ#v=onepage&q=precariousness bulgaria&f=false
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2019/bulgaria-latest-developments-in-working-life-q3-2019#footnote-ZrS0P-2
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2019/bulgaria-latest-developments-in-working-life-q3-2019#footnote-ZrS0P-2
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/2753967/175863_2016_Final_Publication_Precarious_Work_European_Parliament.pdf
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/2753967/175863_2016_Final_Publication_Precarious_Work_European_Parliament.pdf
https://www.nsi.bg/en/content/6481/unemployed-and-unemployment-rates-national-level-statistical-regions
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/may/07/reversing-the-brain-drain-how-plovdiv-lures-young-bulgarians-home
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2019/may/07/reversing-the-brain-drain-how-plovdiv-lures-young-bulgarians-home
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0501&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0501&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/bulgaria
https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/bulgaria
https://dv.parliament.bg/DVWeb/showMaterialDV.jsp?idMat=116399

Following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, Bulgaria declared a state of emergen-
cy in March 2020. To curve the impact on the
healthcare service and prevent the pandemic
from further spreading in the country, this un-
precedented decision introduced restrictions
on mobility within the country and obligatory
quarantine on people entering the country?2.

The NSG also reported additional repercus-
sions in the integration of migrants. As in-per-
son public administration procedures had
been suspended, only permits were extended
for long-term migrants with residence permits,
family members of Bulgarian citizens and fam-
ily members of EU citizens, leaving out benefi-
ciaries of international protection. Furthermore,
the NSG informs that asylum seekers were im-
mediately put into quarantine with no access
to assistance or counselling. Furthermore, ac-
cess to justice and legal protection was limited
for detainees facing deportation due to similar
measures.

To combat the socio-economic impact, Bulgar-
ia has mobilised BGN 870 million (+/- €445
million) to mitigate the socio-economic con-
sequences of the pandemic®. Amongst other
fiscal measures, the employment protection

scheme for companies in sectors severely af-
fected by the preventative measures or those
who prove a 20% of income loss provided the
possibility for the State to fund 60% of workers’
salary, with the company paying the rest of the
amount.

Nevertheless, the NSG raises some concerns
on the effectiveness of employment protection.
The coalition government modified the Bulgar-
ian Labour Code’s dismissal provisions to fa-
cilitate labour conditions regulation during the
state of emergency. However, the NSG warns
this decision has lifted key protective measures
and given more flexibility for employers to pro-
ceed with dismissals of permanent staff. As a
result, this measure has contributed to the rise
in unemployment mostly from the catering and
tourism sectors between March and May 2020,
according to CITUB*. The precariousness of
this environment also applied additional pres-
sure on youth employment. The unemployment
rates for this age group increased at a much
higher rate, rising from 12% in March to 14.2%
in April*'. The NSG declares that most of these
dismissals were carried out on mutual agree-
ment between the interested parties with an
additional verbal promise to rehire them once
quarantine measures were to be lifted. This has
left them not only with an uncertainty regarding
their future employment situation, but also re-
duced their entitlement to compensation.
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Bulgaria is the poorest country in the EU and
this is reflected in the current living condi-
tions, the impact of the income inequalities
and the situation of those receiving the lowest
income, as reported by the National Strategy
Group (NSG). The AROPE rate of 32.5%* has
been the highest in the EU ever since Bulgar-
ia’s accession. Even though improvements
have taken place since 2015, the degree of
such positive change has slowed down since
2018%. In this context, the in-work poverty is
also rising and currently stands at 10.1% for
the overall population and 15.4% for youths*.
Poverty disproportionally impacts some social
groups, with the AROPE rates for Roma reach-
ing 86%*, 49.5% for people with disabilities?s,
and around 20% for elderly people*’. 19%* of
children are furthermore at risk of poverty and
social exclusion, which is why Bulgaria ranks
second to last In the EU at 45th in the WHO-
UNICEF-Lancet Commission Flourishing In-
dex*. The impact of poverty also varies geo-
graphically, as rural areas are more at risk of
poverty exacerbated by barriers to accessing
services. The North West's AROPE rate is cur-
rently double that of the South Western capital
region®. Furthermore, the NSG expects these
living conditions to worsen as a result of the so-
cio-economic and health COVID-19 crisis.

The positive impact of social transfers on re-
ducing poverty in Bulgaria is below EU average
and has been decreasing since 2018 reaching

the current rate of 23.7%. This underlines why
the NSG regards the evaluation of poverty
eradication efforts as being insufficient. Given
the lack of sufficient resources allocated to pov-
erty eradication, Bulgaria greatly depends on
the European Programme for Aid to the most
Deprived (FEAD) with an allocated budget of
EUR 104.8 million from this programme, met
with EUR 18.5 million from national funds®'.
Despite the government’s announcement of a
6.7% rise for pensions, the NSG reports that
800,000 Bulgarians still receive the minimum
amount for pensions of EUR 125 following re-
cent data of the Bulgarian Insurance Institute.
As pensions are persistently at 70% of the
minimum wage, many elderly people rely on
income earned through additional work®2.

Moreover, the NSG highlights serious con-
cerns regarding access to affordable housing.
With rising housing prices in the last years,
Bulgaria continues to struggle to reduce hous-
ing depravation, currently 10 times the EU av-
erage. Housing costs contribute to overburden
low-income households to the extent that 50%
of households below the poverty line are un-
able to shoulder the costs®®. As housing com-
petences have been transferred away from the
national level, the NSG discloses that munici-
palities are struggling to find the funds to build
new affordable housing units or renovating
existing units. The National Strategy Group
reports that due to the fact that there are no
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homelessness prevention policies or reintegra-
tion frameworks in place; at-risk households
depend on traditional informal practices from
mayors and clerks to find affordable housing,
which often leave out Roma and migrants as a
result of persistent prejudices.

Life expectancy and the extent of self-reported
unmet needs for medical care have significant-
ly improved since 2008. Men and women live
on average 71,4 and 78,4 years respectably®*.
Only 1.4% of the population self-report unmet
medical needs in 2019, compared to 15.3% in
2008°%. Part of this improvement is due to im-
provements in availability, affordability and ac-
cessibility of the healthcare system since Bul-
garia joined the EU. Yet the NGS highlights that
these developments have only benefited those
in urban areas and with enough disposable
income to afford combining both private and
public care services. With 14% of the popula-
tion un-insured®, out-of-pocket expenditure on
healthcare in Bulgaria through the co-payment
method still is amongst the highest in the EU
at 46.6%"’, further overburdening low-income
households. Rural residents greatly depend
on the infrastructure of the nearest main town
for primary care or on Sofia, Plovdiv and Varna
for specialized care, as reported by the NSG.
This set-up only increased the pressure on the
healthcare system, already experiencing diffi-
culties in paying medical staff and more spe-
cifically nurses. Plans for a healthcare reform
have been announced, yet these will further
privatise the healthcare system %8

Access to healthcare for migrants and asy-

lum seekers is even further restricted due
to barriers to obtain insurance and a lack of

54 Bulgarian National Statistics Institute

interpretation services, and show similar is-
sues as uninsured Bulgarians, according to
the NSG. The Council of Europe’s Commit-
tee for the Prevention of Torture and Inhuman
or Degrading Treatment of Punishment® has
also raised concerns regarding the medical
infrastructure in detainment centres, still show-
ing signs of a lack of medical equipment, psy-
chological care and non-emergency services.
Through the participation of Bulgaria projects
such as UNICEF health programme, the NSG
hopes that at least the access to healthcare for
children in migrant camps improves.

In the context of the transition towards a green
economy, Bulgaria is still dependent on coal,
its primary source for energy and electricity®.
The 2021-2030 Energy and Climate Plan in-
tends to address this by committing Bulgaria to
reach a minimum of 27.09% of the total energy
production to originate from renewable sourc-
es by 2030°%'. Nevertheless, the biggest worry
of the NSG is the necessary transformation of
the economy to reach these goals, with a po-
tential to threaten a considerable number of
jobs. In the provinces of Stara Zagora, Pernik
and Kyustendi, the mining industry employs
around 15,000 people and their economies are
poorly diversified. These regions risk a nega-
tive socioeconomic impact if the decarbonisa-
tion plans are not met just transition strategy.
That is why the Parliament approved the Min-
ing Areas in Transition programme, reliant on
EU fund, specifically focused on re-skilling the
labour force towards the digital economy,®. To
combat the high rates of energy poverty, Bul-
garia is expected to introduce a social assis-
tance system, yet concrete measures have not
been presented®.
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The National Strategy Group reports new lim-
itations to civic space in Bulgaria. Even if courts
rarely cancel the registration of new organiza-
tions, the lack of sustained funding opportuni-
ties for Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) is
constraining the freedom of association, dis-
proportionally affecting newer NGOs or those
without the human and financial capacity to
face a new year of activity. In addition to this,
the NSG is concerned about the impact of the
threat to forcibly dissolve the Bulgarian Helsin-
ki Committee on the grounds of “anti-Bulgari-
an” attitudes voiced in September 2019 by the
coalition partner party VMRO-BND®*. Even if
no legal grounds for such action were found,
the NSG reports this has created a precedent
to silence critical voices in Bulgaria.

The constraints om the freedom of peaceful
assembly, imposed in the light of Covid-19,
have not been applied consistently by author-
ities. This has led the NSG to think that it has
been used to silence certain unions and CSOs,
whilst allowing anti-vaccine, ultranationalist,
and anti-lockdown protests to go ahead.

Both the NSG and Reporters without Borders
are concerned about the developments in

freedom of press and speech. Bulgaria con-
tinues to be 111th position in the 2020 World
Press Freedom Index®® as a result of media
management interference with investigative
journalism, media ownership oligopoly em-
bodied by the member of parliament Delyan
Peevski and the Bulgarian National Televi-
sion abandoning its neutrality policy. This is
exacerbated by a lack of transparency in EU
and national funding allocation for media,
favouring pro-government reporting, and a
lack of protection for independent corruption
reporting®®.

Since 2013, CSOs have received more clar-
ity regarding their participation in social di-
alogue at national, sectoral, regional and
enterprise-level®”. The NSG reports on a new-
found possibility for NGO experts to take part
in parliamentary committees to contribute
to decision-making, but indicates a need for
regulations on lobbying to maintain a level of
fairness and transparency. Following this reg-
ulatory improvement, the NGS would like to
see a change in decision-making culture and
the political understanding of the role of CSOs
to build a foundation for a stronger social dia-
logue model.
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Given the extraordinary situation of the so-
cio-economic crisis of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the European Commission’s recommenda-
tions for 2020 for Bulgaria acknowledge the ex-
tent of territorial and social inequalities and the
need to address systemic AROPE rates. These
also closely resemble the picture painted by
the National Strategy Group and their worries
on the distancing between the capital and the
remaining regions, as well as between urban
and rural areas.

Both the Commission and the NSG reflect upon
a need to strengthen the welfare state to be
able to combat the crisis and pre-existing short-
comings. Amongst the recommendations, the
targeted services with ample room for improve-
ment are healthcare, education, the minimum
income scheme, and active employment and
poverty alleviation programmers. Increasing
access to healthcare regardless of insurance
coverage and geographical location, design-
ing targeted measures for informal workers’
precarious situation, ensuring income support,

food and adequate social services for the most
vulnerable and providing emergency housing
for homeless closely resemble the requests
provided by the NSG’s analysis of Bulgaria.

Nevertheless, more connection between the
recommendations and other recurring issues
can be made. When proposing the transitions
to e-governance to reach all the territory equal-
ly, the Commission fails to acknowledge the
positive impact it can have on facilitating asy-
lum claims and guarantee asylum seekers and
migrants’ access to other essential heath and
legal services, especially during confinement
when mandatory in-person are unavailable.
The recommendations on active employment
measures adapt to digitalization, such as re-
and up-skilling, fail to consider how these can
contribute to the transition to a greener econo-
my. Furthermore, no clearance is given on pro-
visions for employment and social assistance
through Just Transition programmes, despite
concerns on Bulgaria’s ongoing high depen-
dency on fossil fuels for its energy.
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Croatia has seen several of its macroeconom-
ic indicators improve since its accession to the
EU. For instance, its unemployment rate went
down from 17.3% in 2013 t0 6.6% in 2019' —a
drop that can be accounted for by the rise in
emigration of workers to other EU States. For
other indicators, like the risk-of-poverty rate of
23.3%,2 the country has made progress but
performs worse than the EU average. How-
ever, all these figures hide persisting social
and geographical disparities, as reported by
SOLIDAR’s Croatian National Strategy Group
(NSG) led by the Centre for Peace Studies
(CMS). Moreover, a fragmented trade union
movement is struggling to address increasing
labour precariousness and violations of the

29.6
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labour code, which are driving a further dete-
rioration in working conditions. In the face of
these growing inequalities, the recent taxation
reforms continue to disproportionately impact
vulnerable groups and will likely weaken the
social protection system. The NSG is espe-
cially worried about the existential insecurity
caused by inadequate standards of living, due
to factors such as the precarity of labour; in-
adequate, expensive housing; and low quality
and access to health and social services. An-
other pressing issue it points out is the poor
implementation of policies, in light of which the
NSG is sceptical about the Croatian govern-
ment’'s capacity to tackle the socio-economic
impacts of the Covid-19 outbreak.

29.2 30.1

Unemployment* 6.3%
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Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak, Croatia was
expected to experience reduced econom-
ic growth in 2019 in comparison to previous
years, counterbalanced only by improvements
in labour market rates.® The employment rate
grew from 2013 to the end of 2019, when it
reached 66.7%. The unemployment rate was
6.6%'" in 2019, having decreased continuous-
ly since 2014. Youth unemployment followed a
similar trend, decreasing since 2013 from 50%
to 16.6% at the end of 2019.7> Nevertheless,
these positive developments did not take into
account the shrinking population of Croatia
due to higher emigration flows and a declining
birthrate, which have an impact on the labour
market and social protection system.®

As part of an amendment plan initiated in 2016,
taxation reforms introduced in 2020 led only to
minor changes, (CMS)', 5. By backtracking on
several promises —to reduce the 25% VAT rate,
extend the 13% reduced-VAT rate and increase

9 European Commission (2020) Country Report Croatia 2020 htt

:52020SC0510&from=EN

10 Eurostat (2020) Employment and activity by sex and age — annual data h

t=Ifsi_emp_a&lang=en

the basic monthly deduction for income tax to
HRK 4,000, Croatia will continue to depend on
the taxation of consumption'®. Amongst other
amendments, the NSG highlights the introduc-
tion of a tax break for young people with an
annual tax base of HRK 360,000 or below'.
People aged 25 or less years are exempt from
paying income tax, and those aged 26 to 30 will
only pay up to half the tax they would normal-
ly pay. Even if these additional tax exemptions
contribute to a reduction of taxation on labour,
they will lead to no significant changes given
the low number of employed persons paying
personal income tax, unchanged net wages'®
and the low share of direct taxes in total gov-
ernment revenue'®. Because of these reforms,
the overall reduction in tax revenue of HRK 2.4
billion?° weakens social protection and hinders
efforts to combat rising inequality. This is espe-
cially concerning, as a recent publication from
the Croatian National Bank reveals that Croa-
tia?! has a Gini coefficient of 0.4422, with 85% of
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households earning less than the average net
wage of HRK 5,9852, a sign of extremely high
income inequality.

Integration efforts to guarantee equal opportu-
nities for vulnerable groups have fallen short of
their objectives, as indicated by the NSG. The
extension of the Active Employment Measures
to asylum seekers, those under international
protection and their family members was meant
to cover language needs, develop employment
profiles and provide work experience. Yet, the
quality of the courses has been low, and asy-
lum seekers were not referred to Croatian lan-
guage courses by the Croatian Employment
Service. The NSG believes these are two fac-
tors driving the exclusion of this social group
from the labour market and Croatian society.
Only two applicants for international protection
were taking part in the individualised employ-
ment-counselling programme in 2019.2* In ad-
dition, the active employment measures have
yet to address antigypsyism, a special form of
racist prejudice against Roma communities
that contributes to them often being discarded
as potential employees. According to a survey
conducted by CMS, in Croatia “18.7% of Roma
are in some form of employment (7.3% work
full time; 9.2% are in occasional or temporary
work; while 2.1% are self-employed)”.2®

Given its added impact on the erosion of rights
and working conditions, labour precarious-
ness is amongst the current most pressing

social issues, according to the National Strat-
egy Group. Croatia’s low unemployment rates
hide the fact that a significant proportion of peo-
ple of working age are experiencing involuntary
temporary work and are performing undeclared
or unpaid work. Almost one in five workers in
Croatia are working under temporary contracts,
of whom 86% are doing this involuntarily.?
Given that only 7% of part-time workers transi-
tioned to fulltime work and 10% from fixed-term
to permanent positions,?” mobility towards less
precarious working contracts seems to be lim-
ited. Furthermore, undeclared work, fuelled by
low-quality job offers and a lack of regulatory
and inspection capacity, is having an impact on
social security coverage and adherence to la-
bour code standards.2® Whilst only 4% of the
population have admitted carrying out unde-
clared work, 42% say they know of someone
engaging in undeclared work.?® The annual
Ombudsman Report for 2019 indicates a rise
in complaints over labour irregularities such as
non-payment of salaries, inadequate registra-
tion of working hours, abuse of overtime work
and abnormalities in the termination of con-
tracts. Amongst other data, 83 cease-of-activ-
ity decisions for employers breaking the labour
code were reported in 2019, as well as 7,729
instances of workers not being paid the mini-
mum wage.** Whilst undeclared work dispro-
portionally affects manual workers, low-skilled
people and the unemployed and retired,' the
NSG reports that precariousness also im-
pacts refugees and migrants. This is due to
the above-mentioned barriers to formal em-
ployment, leading this social group to experi-
ence greater pressure to accept worse working
conditions.

23 Ivankovié, Zeljko (2020) Gini coefflment of i income inequality 0.44 - 0.51. Croatlan 1 percent of the richest. CNB Household
i .hr/g hotka-04 ! -

Survey http:
ni-kucanstava/

24 Croatian Law Centre (2020) Asylum Information Database Country Report: Croatia 2019 Update https://www.asylumineurope.
rg/repor ntry/croati

25 Center for Peace Studies (2018). https://www.cms.hr/system/publication/pdf/1

26 European Commission (2020) Country Report Croatia 2020 https://eur-lex.europa. eu/IegaI -content/EN/TXT/PDF/2uri= CELEX-
:5202 from=EN

27 European Commission (2019) Country Report Croatia 2019 https:

an-semester-country-report-croatia_en.pdf

28 IVa Tomié¢, Ivica Rubil, Danijel Nesti¢, Paul Stubbs (2019) The employment and social situation in Croatia https://www.europarl.
uropa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf

29 European Commission (2020) Special Eurobarometer 498 Report: Undeclared Work in the European Union https://ec.europa.

mmfrontoffi licopinion/index.cfm/surv rvi il/instrumen ial/surveyky/22

30 Ombudsman of the Republic of Croatia (2020): Annual Ombudsman Report for 2019 https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/

uploads/2020/03/1zvje%C5%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf.

31 IVaTomié, lvica Rubil, Danijel Nesti¢, Paul Stubbs (2019) The employment and social situation in Croatia https://www.europarl.
uropa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf



http://ideje.hr/ginijev-koeficijent-nejednakosti-dohotka-044-051-hrvatskih-1-posto-najbogatijih-hnb-ova-anketa-o-imovini-kucanstava/
http://ideje.hr/ginijev-koeficijent-nejednakosti-dohotka-044-051-hrvatskih-1-posto-najbogatijih-hnb-ova-anketa-o-imovini-kucanstava/
https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/croatia
https://www.asylumineurope.org/reports/country/croatia
https://www.cms.hr/system/publication/pdf/109/Roma_Inclusion_in_the_Croatian_Society.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0510&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020SC0510&from=EN
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-croatia_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/file_import/2019-european-semester-country-report-croatia_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/survey/getsurveydetail/instruments/special/surveyky/2250
https://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/survey/getsurveydetail/instruments/special/surveyky/2250
https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.hr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Izvje%C5%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2019/642345/IPOL_STU(2019)642345_EN.pdf

When assessing labour practices, the NSG
saw in the fragmented union environment an
explanation for the loss of collective bargaining
power to address these infringements. Only
26% of workers are estimated to be members
of one of the 328 nationally registered unions
or the 298 operating in a single county. Unions
have experienced continuous losses in mem-
bership over the last five years.®? As the cur-
rent legislation stipulates that only one union
representing employees in an organisation is
allowed to sign collective agreements, many
unions compete with each other for that po-
sition.®® The NSG further indicates additional
complications for the unionisation of precari-
ous workers and those under new forms of em-
ployment with short-term contracts and inse-
cure employment conditions. As a result, only
53% of dependently employed workers in Cro-
atia are covered by collective agreements.?*

Nevertheless, some recent examples of union
action have captivated the attention of the
NSG. Reacting to the planned increase in the
statutory retirement age, from 65 for men and
62 for women to 67,% the Croatian trade union
movement initiative 67 Is Too Much obtained
sufficient signatures to trigger a referendum.
The result led to the cancellation of the in-
crease.® The 2019 Minimum Wage Act intro-
duced a monitoring and analysis commission
in which trade unions could participate. Follow-
ing negotiations, the unions reached an agree-
ment with the government to raise the minimum
monthly salary by 8.33% to HRK 4,062.51 (ap-
prox. EUR 550) starting from 2020, despite

falling short of the initial demands.*’, % During
autumn 2019, Croatia had a strike in primary
and secondary education, with a participation
rate of more than 85%. It lasted 36 days, the
longest strike action since independence in
1991. Nevertheless, despite a demand to raise
education staff salaries by 6.11%, agreement
was reached on a raise of 3% exclusively for
teachers, with an extension of the Christmas
bonus and holiday allowance to HRK 1,500.00
(approx. EUR 200). Non-teaching staff were
not covered by the agreement.*

Croatia’s 3% rate of early leavers from edu-
cation and training is one of the lowest in the
EU, but it does not reflect the extent of com-
pulsory attendance, the quality of the educa-
tion system or the impact on employability,
as reported by the National Strategy Group
(NSG). Unlike in most of the EU, education at-
tendance is only compulsory in Croatia from
the ages of seven to 15, a period of just eight
years.*! According to the latest PISA report,
Croatia’s underperformance in basic skills de-
velopment is higher than the EU and OECD
averages,* and meeting the demand for dig-
ital skills from the labour market continues to
be a challenge. Only 53% of the population are
reported to have a basic set of digital skills.*®
Furthermore, Croatia’s tertiary educational at-
tainment, currently at 33.1%, has yet to reach
the EU average.** All of the above are a result of
lower-than-EU-average annual instruction time
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of 473 hours for primary education and 637 for
secondary education;*® a shortage of teach-
ers, which disproportionately impacts educa-
tion and informatics teaching in remote areas;
and the lower-than-average wages for higher
education staff.*¢ The negative impacts on the
quality of education include a lack of skills at all
educational attainment levels and a lower rate
of employability than the EU average.*” Further-
more, the NSG reports a lack of statistical fol-
low-up on vulnerable children after they have
passed age 15, which hides the reality of the
educational attainment of the most vulnerable,
such as the Roma youth community.®

GOOD PRACTICE

The Ministry for Science and Education
has increased its financial support ded-
icated to the inclusion of the Roma na-
tional minority in the education system in
order to reduce the existing educational
gap and rate of early school leaving. In
addition to offering free access to early
childhood education, the Ministry has in-
creased the number of available scholar-
ships and one-time awards for the com-
pletion of secondary education.*®

Against this backdrop, the NSG has reported

the introduction of a curriculum reform in 2018,
which follows a path of digitalisation, skills de-
velopment, and a student-centred approach,
as seen in the School for life programme.*°
Both the digitalisation of instruction materi-
als and the introduction of informatics as a

compulsory subject will serve as an incentive
to the development of digital competencies
and raise students’ prospects of future employ-
ment. Even though the NSG considers it too
early to determine the result of this reform, it is
particularly concerned with the introduction of
a  crosscutting “entrepreneurship” course.®'
While this provides primary and secondary
school students with entrepreneurship-related
knowledge and skills, its lack of reference to
workers’ rights, unionisation and collective bar-
gaining means it will not prepare students to be
critical or equip them to improve their working
and living conditions, according to the NSG.

Reforming vocational education and training
programmes has been a challenge in Croatia.
Current enrolment stands at 68.5%, below the
EU average, and employability of graduates
has been increasing from 59.4% in 2017 to the
current 68.8%.% The new reform, managed by
25 vocational and educational training (VET)
regional centres of competence, introduces a
more flexible approach to local specificities by
providing 30% room for manoeuvre in the cur-
riculum to adapt the content to the local con-
text and build cross-sectoral partnerships.s®
Despite these improvements, structural defi-
ciencies in their design and implementation
are limiting the efficacy of such programmes.
Students continue to have limited exposure to
work experience, with only 23% reporting that
they spend half or more of their secondary edu-
cation in the workplace for training purposes.5
Furthermore, the Croatian government has re-
duced the number of available vocational ed-
ucation and training programmes in favour of
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more grammar schools, as seen in the Guide-
lines for building a network of educational facil-
ities and programmes.®® According to the NSG,
this shift will likely negatively affect low-income
and vulnerable students, who depend on the
opportunity to earn a salary whilst enrolled in
one of the programmes.

The NSG has reported no recent substantial
changes in gender equality in the last year
in the absence of comprehensive gender
equality frameworks. Since 2005, Croatia has
ranked 22nd on the Gender Equality Index, de-
spite improvements in the money and health
domains.%*® Whilst the gender employment
gap of 10.5% has been improving in the last
decade,® a decrease in women’s participation
in political and economic life has been noted.
Only 26% of ministers, 20% of members of
parliament, 18% of board members and 0% of
the central bank board are women.®® Despite
being below the EU average, the gender pay
gap in Croatia has been rising since 2010 and
currently stands at 10.5%.%° Most worryingly,
a rise in femicide and gender-based violent
criminal offences has been noted in spite of
Croatia’s ratification of the Istanbul Conven-
tion and adoption of prevention and combat-
ting measures.®

In the absence of new policy measures, the
NSG highlights reforms in pensions and work-
life balance to address gender inequalities in
these fields. In a recent push to address the

gender pension gap of 21.6%, the NSG high-
lights some positive developments in the pen-
sion system. Following the inclusion of child-
care activities as a pensionable service, 2019
was the first year in which the average pension
of women was higher than that of men.®' The
NSG sees the amendment of the Maternity
and Parental Assistance Act as a proactive
step to ensure work-life balance. Measures are
being introduced to strengthen childcare infra-
structure, increase financial support for mater-
nity and parental leave and allow more-flexible
working arrangements.

Following the outbreak of Covid-19, the NSG
has ranked the socio-economic implications of
the pandemic as the most pressing issue that
Croatia is currently facing. In the context of a
9.1% decline in GDP in 2020, unemployment
is expected to increase to 10.2%, with youth
unemployment reaching 24%.%2 Due to the
already precarious employment situation of
migrants and refugees, the NSG emphasises
how they have been the first to lose their jobs,
especially in the service sector. The lockdown
measures have also had a significant impact
on working mothers. The need to educate chil-
dren online at home means they have dispro-
portionally had to balance their professional
lives with childcare, further undermining their
working conditions.

To respond to the socio-economic impact of
the pandemic, the Croatian government rolled
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out a series of measures to protect employ-
ment and the payment of salaries.®® In addition
to the temporary suspension of income and
corporate tax collection, a short-term work
scheme was set up to provide monthly wage
subsidies of a minimum of HRK 4,000 per per-
manent employee. These were intended to aid
companies, especially in the hospitality, trans-
portation, logistics and manufacturing sectors,
that disrupted activity left unable to pay their
employees’ salaries. Furthermore, the Croatian
government extended the Permanent Season-
al Worker programme to alleviate disruption in
the tourism and construction sectors, which
were facing an unprecedented drop in employ-
ment. Both measures exempted employers
from paying social contributions.

Nevertheless, the implementation of the
above-mentioned measures is being subject-
ed to criticism from the Union of Autonomous
Trade Unions of Croatia (SSSH), the Indepen-
dent Croatian Unions and the Association of
Croatian Trade Unions, as expressed in a joint

statement released on 8 April.** The amount
allocated to employees was based on calcula-
tions of the expected drop in economic activi-
ty rather than adjusted to real needs. Also, the
payments were handed to employers with no
additional mechanism to check for previous la-
bour code infringements or sanction employers
for malpractices. Further concerns were raised
over the lack of transparency with regards to
the publicly available list of beneficiaries pro-
vided by the authorities, which could not be
downloaded or found easily through a search.

As a result of this management, the NSG re-
ports that employees’ income gains have been
less than initially promised. One in four employ-
ers has further cut wages in addition to having
their social security contributions reduced, so
their employees will be entitled to smaller un-
employment benefits in the event of further cut-
backs. However, the NSG is awaiting additional
statistics and analyses before it can carry out
a full evaluation of the secondary effects of the
employment and wage-relief measures.
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According to the National Strategy Group, high
living costs are decreasing the quality of life
and living conditions in Croatia. The 2019 ris-
es in food prices by 1.9%,% house prices by
10.4%°5® and rents by 5.3%°” add to the already
existing pressure from a high standard VAT
rate of 25%.% As these developments have not
been matched by adequate rises in standard
wages, a surge in household indebtedness is
taking place in Croatia. Close to 50% of house-
holds have expenditure that is higher than their
income,®® and one in 10 citizens is unable to
eat a quality meal every other day.”® Due to the
outbreak of Covid-19, the NSG expects living
conditions to worsen for most of the population
in Croatia. The NSG gave the example of elder-
ly Serbs living in rural areas, who were prevent-
ed by the lockdown from both cultivating their
land and receiving support from their families
residing in urban areas.

Improvements in living conditions have result-
ed primarily from improvements in access to
the labour market rather than the success of
social protection measures. Social protection
expenditure has indeed been decreasing since
2015 and is now 14.7% of Croatia’s GDP, be-
low the EU average of 19.2%.”" Furthermore,

65 Ombudsman of the Republic of Croatia (2020): Annual Ombudsman Report for 2019 htt
%A1%C4%87e-pu%C4%8Dke-pravobraniteljice-za-2019.pdf

uploads/202 lzvie%

the minimum income benefit coverage remains
below the EU average.” This is a concern, as
the impact of social transfers in reducing pov-
erty decreased from 35.5% in 2015 to 25% in
2019.7% As a result, low-income households
and vulnerable groups have been left out of
living condition improvements, and access to
essential social services has decreased in re-
mote areas, as reported by the NSG.

Poverty rates have been decreasing since Cro-
atia’s accession to the EU in 2013. The risk of
poverty and social exclusion currently stands
at 23.3%,74 and severe material deprivation fell
from 14.3% in 2010 to 7.2% in 2019.7° Never-
theless, these rates are still above the EU av-
erage and disproportionately affect the elderly,
who have an AROPE (at risk of poverty or so-
cial exclusion) rate of 28.1%;® elderly women,
with a rate of 31.3%;’” single parent-house-
holds (52.7%78); the low-education-attainment
population (47.1%°); and people in rural areas
(30.09%°®°). The main framework set in place to
tackle poverty reported by the National Strat-
egy Group (NSG) has been the Strategy for
Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion 2014
— 2020. This covers eight strategic areas re-
lated to access to essential social protection
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services, such as education, employment,
housing and care, and related to the achieve-
ment of financial independence and balanced
regional development. Nevertheless, based on
the ombudsman’s conclusions, the NSG has
raised several implementation issues, start-
ing from a lack of clearly defined measures
and indicators and including the absence of
stakeholder coordination and regular reporting
on the strategy’s implementation®'. Further-
more, the Human Rights House Zagreb has
denounced plan’s failure to follow UN recom-
mendations on poverty eradication and to align
norms.

Croatia’s housing model continues to promote
home ownership. or The National Strategy
Group (NSG) believes this paints a positive
picture, as 80.5% of households live in own-
er-occupied accommodation with little or no
outstanding mortgage®. Yet, this broad hous-
ing policy approach is not based on compre-
hensive data that could identify real needs and
help people fulfil their right to adequate hous-
ing, as indicated by Human Rights House Za-
greb.® Some 40% of households live in over-
crowded conditions, considerably above the
EU average of 15.7%,% and almost half of the
population that are tenants with market-price
rents spend more than 40% of their income on
housing.®® Moreover, many young people are
unable to keep up with rising housing costs,
and 92.2% of men and 83.9% of women be-
tween the ages of 16 and 29 live with their

parents.t® The NSG also reports that the avail-
ability of adequate and affordable housing is
further constrained by the rise of short-term
rental accommodation promoted by platforms
such as Airbnb, especially in Zagreb and the
key coastal cities. Following the recent earth-
quake of 22 March, many housing units have
been declared temporarily uninhabitable, fur-
ther contributing to the rise in housing costs.

The rental market does not seem to offer an
alternative. Rental prices, especially in Zagreb,
have risen by 129% in the last two years,®” and
only 8% of the population are tenants of the
public renting scheme.® The NSG is concerned
over the lack of sufficient rights for tenants,
which leaves them vulnerable to malpractices
and with limited access to long-term renting op-
tions. Insufficient legislation, especially on the
termination of tenancy agreements, means that
the impact on tenants of this lack of rights is no-
ticeable. Their precarious living situation makes
it harder for them to register their residence and
thus access essential social services.

Furthermore, the NSG draws attention to the
vulnerability of refugees with regards to access
to housing. As indicated in the integration pro-
grammes and stipulated in the Law on Social
Welfare, the state guarantees refugees two
years of accommodation up to a cost of HRK
2500 per month, though if the beneficiary is
employed, they need to contribute financially.
However, the NSG reports, there has been no
temporary extension after the Covid-19 out-
break for those approaching the end of the
two-year programme, increasing their risk of
homelessness. A similar situation has been
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noted for working migrants who find them-
selves unemployed and are unable to meet
Zagreb’s housing costs. As there is no dedicat-
ed homelessness strategy, many people are
excluded from accessing social housing and
other social protection services except for un-
derfunded temporary shelters.®®

The NSG awaits the government’s proposed
housing strategy to tackle all the above-men-
tioned issues related to access to adequate
and affordable housing. A working group has
been established to draft the strategy, but there
has been no official information on the drafting
process.

Prior to the Covid-19 outbreak and after its
accession to the EU, Croatia was on a path
to improvements in health. Life expectancy at
birth increased from 77.8 years in 2013 to 78.2
in 2018,% and 61%°' of the population consid-
er themselves to be in good health. Further-
more, self-reported unmet health needs are
at an all-time low of 1.4%.% Nevertheless, the
above-mentioned indicators are still below the
EU average, and the National Strategy Group
(NSG) indicates that income and education at-
tainment inequalities continue to play a big role
in health performance. Life expectancy is 5.2
years less for those without tertiary education,
and only 44% of those in the lowest income

quintile believe themselves to be in good
health.®® Furthermore, mortality from treatable
causes, mostly heart disease, alcohol abuse
and accidents, is on the rise.*

These levels of health reflect the effectiveness
of the public healthcare system and are a di-
rect consequence of the accessibility issues for
low-income and vulnerable groups. They are
exacerbated by the fact that, at 6.6%, Croatia’s
health expenditure as a percentage of GDP is
one of the lowest in the EU.%® Whilst the public
healthcare insurance scheme provides univer-
sal coverage, the NSG reports an insufficient
number of doctors and nurses to attend to the
population’s needs. Since Croatia’s accession
to the EU in 2013, 861 doctors have left for oth-
er Member States. As of 2019, only 6.6 nurses
and 3.4 doctors were available for every 1,000
inhabitants,® lower than the EU average. The
decrease in the capacity and quality of health
service provision is evidenced by an increase
of 10% from 2018 to 2019 in waiting lists for
first examinations.%” This often leaves patients
to seek treatment through private insurance,
as 60% of the population have additional in-
surance to cover co-payment costs.®® Not
only does this leave low-income households
increasingly unattended to, but migrants and
other socially-excluded groups are dispropor-
tionately affected and cannot enjoy their right to
full healthcare. According to the NSG, migrants
are often denied service or receive addition-
al payment requests. One reason can be that
they don’t have a work contract that adequately
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covers social security contributions. Another
can be incompatibility between the healthcare
system of a third country and that of Croatia.
The Roma community, too, has issues with re-
gard to healthcare, as 54.6% of Roma house-
holds are unable to pay their medical costs, and
7.2% lack a valid healthcare insurance card.*®

The shortage of facilities and health staff is
deepening the country’s geographical dispar-
ities. Central Croatia has greater resources
than the Adriatic Coast islands and rural areas
in Central and Eastern Croatia.'® According to
self-reporting, 0.7% of medical needs are un-
met due to geographical distance from facili-
ties, compared with an EU average of 0.1%.1°
Three counties lack primary care doctors,?
and doctors are forced to work overtime or cov-
er larger geographical areas, the NSG reports.

The implementation of the 2019 Health Pro-
tection Act is still a challenge, as the promised
improvements in primary health protection and
emergency services are not visible. The om-
budswoman continues to report a high num-
ber of complaints over the performance of the
healthcare system, long waiting periods for a
doctor’s appointment, a lack of quality or un-
availability of medical services and inadequate
palliative care.'® A lack of coordination and fur-
ther privatisation of up to 75% of primary care
practices in the regions'* are hindering efforts
to reach the newly-set healthcare goals.

The National Strategy Group reports a lack of
initiative with regards to implementing the tran-
sition to a green economy despite some im-
provements in policy development. Croatia is
lagging behind EU standards, especially on the
circular economy, eco-innovation and pollution
reduction, and it is failing to create synergies
between the public sector, scientific communi-
ty, business sector and civil movements.' In
addition, funding dedicated to the transition to
a green economy and green development con-
tinues to be reliant on EU sources.

Additional concerns are expressed by the NSG
regarding waste treatment, with unsustain-
able, illegal and dangerous landfills posing a
threat to health. Croatia continues to surpass
the EU’s 75% legal limit for municipal waste as
landfill.'® To address these issues, the Waste
Regulation was amended. Yet the amend-
ments have increased the economic burden
of low-income single-member households,
because they have increased waste collection
payments irrespective of household size.””

The latest policy development is the draft
Low-carbon Development Strategy.’® Whilst
it demonstrates some commitment towards
achieving the transition goals, Green Action,
Friends of the Earth Croatia and the NSG point
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out inconsistencies with the Energy Develop-
ment Strategy, as major fossil-fuel projects con-
tinue to receive funding. Furthermore, the data
used to predict the creation of 40,000 workplac-
es and anincrease in affordable green energy to
tackle energy poverty resulting from investment

Echoing the recent CIVICUS update on the
civic-space rating for Croatia,''® the National
Strategy Group reports a worrying negative
trend for the realisation of freedom of associa-
tion in Croatia. Shrinking civic space has mani-
fested itself through a continuous undermining
of institutional support for civil society develop-
ment. The NSG indicates that this has taken
place through the marginalisation and weak-
ening of the Council for Civil Society Develop-
ment, a key advisory body bringing together
civil society and national administration repre-
sentatives. State representatives’ lack of par-
ticipation in the Council has weakened it, and
new procedural rules introduced in May 2020
have decreased its transparency and tilted the
voting power in favour of state representatives,
who now outnumber their civil society counter-
parts. The impact of such reforms can be seen
in the Croatian delegation’s recent round of
nominations for the European Economic and
Social Committee, who were chosen without
any scrutiny and despite the opposition of CSO
representatives.''’ Furthermore, the NSG has
denounced the lack of a new national strate-
gy for creating an enabling environment for
civil society development, which is a precon-
dition for CSOs to access the European Social
Fund.''2
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in low-carbon energies remains unclear for the
NSG. Not only is the role of civil society in the
drafting of these policies unclear, but detailed,
just transition plans, especially for green-
house-gas-intense regions such as Sisak-Mo-
slavina and Istria, are yet to be drafted.'®

Whilstthe NSG believes that freedom of peace-
ful assembly is being sufficiently respected,
the access to information and guidelines for
obtaining permission are seen as constraining
the exercise of such freedom, as is the com-
mercialisation of public spaces.!'® Few protests
have taken place recently, due to restrictions on
mass gatherings as a public health precaution
during the pandemic. Some examples are pro-
test marches calling for Covid-19 assistance
for employment protection, the occupation of
a square in Zagreb in support of increased LB-
GTIl+ rights, and the anti-racism Black Lives
Matter protests. Another, more concerning,
example was the 5th Walk for Life, a protest
against abortion organized by very conserva-
tive groups.'* On this particular matter, CMS
points out that counter-protesters showed up
to Walk of Life in Rijeka to put on an artistic per-
formance and were taken into custody without
any legal grounds. The NSG is worried that
precedents might be set, following the unjusti-
fied ban of a counter-protest, led by the Roma
Association of the Republic of Croatia “KALI
SARA”, against an openly anti-Roma protest
that received backing from local government
representatives in Cakovec. The counter-pro-
test was banned in spite of a request having
been made that followed the procedures laid
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out in the Law on Public Assembly. The ban
leads the NSG to believe that restriction on the
freedom of peaceful assembly in this case was
motivated by discrimination based on ethnicity.

In an attempt to curb the spread of misinforma-
tion and fake news, a trend escalating in the
wake of the global pandemic, efforts such as
the Faktograf.hr media portal blog have been
set up to provide fact-checking services.''® Yet
the journalists involved have been subject to
online harassment, often with underlying mi-
sogynistic tones.!® This is an example of the
increased intimidation that journalists have
been experiencing recently. Citing information
from the Croatian Journalists’ Association,'”
the NSG reports a rise in lawsuits against jour-
nalists in 2019 brought by public figures, politi-
cians, judges and corporations. These amount
to a total of 1,160 ongoing cases. Other forms
of intimidation include death threats, assaults
and the hindering of reporting activities,''® but
there have been no public condemnations,
investigations or punishments.'® Despite the
erasure of “serious shaming” from the Criminal
Code, an action considered a positive devel-
opment, the NSG is wary of other legislative
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developments related to freedom of speech.
Even though an act to prevent misconduct on
social networks, proposed in 2019, was intend-
ed to tackle online hate speech, the NSG be-
lieves its unclear measures could be misused
to curtail freedom of speech.

As for participation of civil society organisa-
tions in social dialogue, the NSG considers
that the decrease in support for them is im-
pacting their ability to contribute to policy- and
decision-making as foreseen in the Code of
Practice on Consultation with the Interested
Public in Procedures of Adopting Laws, Other
Regulations and Acts. The fact that only 271
CSOs participated in 2031 e-consultation pro-
cesses throughout 2019, of which 22% never
received a response, constitutes a decrease in
participation and quality compared to 2018.'2°
The NSG calls for increased commitment from
public institutions towards existing consultation
and participation procedures, for more trans-
parency in the Council for Civil Society Devel-
opment, for adequate financing schemes with
decreasing administrative burden on NGOs
and for a more responsive public administra-
tion towards demands from CSOs.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations for Croatia ac-
knowledge the severe impact on the country
of both the Covid-19 pandemic and the re-
cent earthquake.' Through a call for targeted
measures, the European Commission expects
Croatia to tackle its socio-economic and geo-
graphical disparities, especially given the fact
that coastal regions and Adriatic islands will be
affected the most by the current crisis and the
constraints on the tourism industry. Against this
backdrop, healthcare, reskilling and active em-
ployment take centre stage in the country-spe-
cific recommendations, which would tackle
the concerns raised by the National Strategy
Group. The Commission recommends Croatia
establish a fairer geographical balance in the
distribution of healthcare infrastructure and
personnel in order to improve access to and
the quality of medical services. Ways to do
this include increasing cooperation between
administrative levels and support for eHealth
tools and other channels for medical resourc-
es. The recommendations also include improv-
ing active employment measures to cater to
all people and not leave at-risk groups behind
in the digital transition. The preferred actions
are reskilling and enhanced-outreach strate-
gies. Furthermore, the European Commission
recommends increasing minimum-income
schemes, including unemployment support, as
an additional boost for social protection. These
are needed to tackle persistently high rates

of poverty and social exclusion, as well as re-
gional disparities and age-, gender- and dis-
ability-based inequalities. In order to introduce
these reforms, the Commission urges Croatia
to enhance its implementation tools and strat-
egies in close cooperation with social partners
and other key stakeholders.

Nevertheless, the country-specific recom-
mendations fail to include issues raised by the
NSG. No consideration is given to the need
to improve working and living conditions oth-
er than improving workers’ employability. The
suggestion, included in the overview of the
recommendations, to seek alternative work-
ing arrangements does not seem to consider
the impact of labour precariousness and the
rise in unreported work and labour-code viola-
tions. Housing costs and access to key social
services other than healthcare are also left out
of the picture. Despite recommending to con-
tinue with all measures needed to tackle the
socio-economic aftermath of Covid-19 and the
earthquake, the Commission does not specif-
ically consider the NSG remarks on the failure
to manage the recovery and employment pro-
tection measures. With regards to a just tran-
sition, no concrete recommendation is given
on how to deal with the accompanying social
challenges. Other themes that are not ad-
dressed include the vulnerability experienced
by migrants and asylum seekers and how to
improve the inclusion of Roma minorities.
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COUNTRY MONITOR:

CZECHIA

Living and working conditions in Czechia con-
tinue to improve, according to SOLIDAR’s Na-
tional Strategy Group (NSG). Towards the end
of 2019, the employment rate reached 80.3%,
and the unemployment rate decreased to 2%.
Czechia also registers the lowest rate of risk
of poverty and social exclusion in the EU, at
12.5% of the population, driven by a rise in net
income of 6.9% in 2019 from 2018. Yet these
improvements are yet to reach low-skilled
workers, women, people with disabilities and
other vulnerable groups. Labour shortages are
contributing to worsening working conditions,
such as excessive overtime work. People also
suffer from rising levels of over-indebtedness
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and the geographical concentration of oppor-
tunities. Furthermore, the NSG reports an ero-
sion in Czech people’s sense of social justice
and their trust in the welfare system, prompt-
ed by a decrease in the quality of and access
to social services. Low levels of tax revenue
have led to a decrease in public spending,
which has disproportionately affected vulner-
able groups and people in rural areas. Civic
space is being continuously eroded: social
dialogue partners, civil society organisations
(CSO) and critical journalists are struggling
with a decrease in available funding, media
concentration and increasing attacks from
public figures.
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Following international trends, economic
growth in Czechia increased at a slower pace
after 2017 and then dropped sharply as a re-
sult of the Covid-19 outbreak. Amongst other
consequences, the decrease in GDP will un-
doubtedly impact tax revenue.

A flat income tax of 15% with no exemption
for low incomes and a 7% solidarity charge on
income above four times the average’ make
Czechia’s taxation on labour amongst the
highest in the EU and OECD? for low-income
earners. The tax wedge on labour has been
increasing since 2009 and reached 41.7% in
2019, four percentage points above the EU-28
average.® Alongside high childcare costs, this
tax burden is actively discouraging low-earn-
ing single parents and dependants on a single
income from participating in the labour market.
In contrast, self-employed workers are seen
as clear beneficiaries of the system, as they
have lower social security contributions — an
advantage expected to be maintained despite
plans for reform.’ To compensate for this dis-
proportionate tax burden, the National Strate-
gy Group (NSG), led by Multikulturni Centrum

Praha, considers meal vouchers for low-in-
come households a positive measure.

Czechia continues to be a high performer on
the Social Scoreboard for labour market dy-
namics. At the end of 2019, the employment
rate stood at 80.3%,'" the third highest in the
EU, and unemployment reached an all-time
low of 2%,'? the lowest rate in the EU. A similar
positive pattern can be seen for youth unem-
ployment, which declined from 19.5% in 2012
to 5.6% at the end of 2019."® The NSG indi-
cates that the country’s Youth Guarantee has
been instrumental here: only one in four young
people registered were waiting for a job offer
for more than four months, and the Youth Guar-
antee helped 39.7% of young NEETs (people
not in employment, education or training).' '°

Despite the overall positive results, low-skilled
workers, women, people with disabilities and
other vulnerable groups still have greater diffi-
culty in entering in the labour market. The 2019
Employment Package’s proposed measures to
target unemployment take into account key pro-
file elements such as age, health, education,
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residence and possible disadvantages when
matching registered profiles with employment
opportunities.'®Yet as a result of active employ-
ment policies, users of the unemployment ser-
vice who fail to find a job face limited access
to living allowances and housing benefits."”
Furthermore, unemployment rose to 2.8% and
youth unemployment to 8.1%'® in November
2020 as a result of the COVID-19 crisis.

Improvement in gender equality has been slow-
er than the EU average, and Czechia ranks
21st in the Gender Equality Index with a score
of 55.7.* The gender employment gap remains
above average with a difference of 15 percent-
age points:® 72.7% women were employed
and 87.7% of men.?® The NSG additionally
highlights a significant gender pay gap, which
averages 20.1%,% one of the highest in the EU.

Leading factors for the pay gap include moth-
ers’ longer leave of absence after childbirth
and their consequent lower participation in the
labour market and difficulties in advancing in
their careers. There has also been a drop in the
number of women on the boards of the largest
publicly listed companies and public institu-
tions.2® 2¢ Given this panorama, the NSG calls
for more progress on gender equality.

GOOD PRACTICE
THE MATAPE PROJECT

The MATAPE project results from a joint
public-private-civil initiative in the city
of Holice and has implemented a se-
ries of measures to help new mothers
re-enter the labour market and reduce
their social exclusion. Measures include
individualised job counselling, skills
development, gender audits of local
companies and a media campaign on
work-life balance. Using resources from
the European Social Fund (ESF), the
project has aided more than 200 wom-
en, of whom 59% found work or became
self-employed.®

In response, the government has been focus-
ing on increasing the capacity of the formal
childcare infrastructure with ESF funding sup-
port, as Czechia continues to rank second to
last in the EU, with a 6.3% patrticipation rate
in formal childcare.?® An additional scheduled
amendment to the Children’s Group Act for
2022 aims to set a new national standard for
such services, and flexible working arrange-
ments have been promised for 2021 to further
support working mothers.?” The “22% to Equal-
ity” programme, named after the gender pay
gap in 2014 and co-financed by the ESF, has
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implemented a wage transparency instrument,
increased the Labour Authority’s vigilance and
offered advice and support on the gender pay
gap. The accompanying awareness campaign
is considered by the NSG to have had limited
impact. Last but not least, Czechia has yet to
implement the EU Work-Life Balance Directive,
though a working group with legal experts and
NGO representatives has been created.?®

Since 2010, yearly action plans have been
implemented as part of Czechia’s migration
integration strategy, which focuses on Czech
language skills, economic self-sufficiency,
immersion into Czech culture and a gradual
transition to permanent residency or citizen-
ship.?® 3 Among the ongoing and proposed
measures, the National Strategy Group (NSG)
highlights the 2019 amendment of the Act on
the Residence of Foreign Nationals, which in-
troduces compulsory integration courses and
new rules on the employment of third-country
nationals.®

Through a network of agencies supported by
Asylum Migration and Integration Funds, re-
gional authorities and NGOs will collaborate to
provide the newly mandatory integration and
adaptation courses from 2021. These courses,
which are for third-country nationals wanting to
obtain permanent residence, consist of four-
hour sessions on basic values, cultural context
and rights and obligations.®? Despite recognis-
ing such courses as a first step towards institu-
tionalising the integration of migrants, the NSG

reports several risks. Firstly, the responsible
agencies have not been equipped with suffi-
cient funding to cover the demand that will be
driven by the mandatory nature of the cours-
es. Secondly, the requirement for the course to
be implemented in Czech, whilst allowing for
the presence of interpreters, leads the NSG to
believe that less content will be covered, re-
ducing the quality and impact of the sessions.
Thirdly, the courses will increase the financial
burden on attendees, as migrants will have to
pay for such services themselves or face a fine
of EUR 400. Fourthly, the NSG indicates that
the design of the measure has not been based
on existing evidence. Given these structural
deficiencies and barriers, the NSG points out
scepticism on the part of certain NGOs, as the
courses do not cover all aspects of integration.
The NSG indicates the need for developments
in labour rights, work conditions and access to
education.

As an additional part of the Employment Pack-
age, amendments to the Residence of For-
eign Nationals Act establish a points-based
migrant integration system, which has had an
impact on integration into the labour market.?
A quota system and an employee card simplify
entry for students, scientists and high-skilled
applicants, but they limit integration into the la-
bour market to a certain profile of high-skilled
migrant, and they bind their residency status
to their employment status.®* Third-country
nationals under this scheme are not able to
switch employers in the first six months. NGOs
criticise this condition, as it leaves migrants in
a vulnerable position if they are faced with poor
working conditions.
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There have been some recently reported im-
provements in working conditions in Cze-
chia. The statutory retirement age has been
maintained at 65, after a decision in 2019
not to increase it for five years.® Following an
agreement with social partners, the Czech
government has amended the Labour Code
to better regulate job sharing, clarify the en-
tittement to paid-holiday leave and increase
compensation for work-related accidents and
occupational diseases, amongst other mea-
sures.® Moreover, a decision made prior to the
COVID-19 outbreak to give workers greater say
over working schedules, leave and teleworking
has enhanced the work-life balance.?” As part
of the 2019 Employment Package, amend-
ments to the Employment Act increased the
mobility allowance to CZK 3,500 per month
(EUR 133).%8 Amongst these reforms, the NSG
singles out a CZK 1,250 (EUR 50) increase in
the statutory minimum wage to CZK 14,600
(EUR 588) per month, an increase of 9% that
has been in force since January 2020.%°

Yet the NSG is sceptic about the improve-
ments these measures will bring. The percent-
age of the population living on the minimum
wage is close to 4%,% leading the NSG to
believe the new minimum wage will not bring
much change. Labour shortages, especially
in construction and heavy industry, and high
levels of personal indebtedness are driving
an increase in overtime work, which does not
have an adequate regulatory framework, ac-
cording to the NSG. Furthermore, the Ministry
of Labour and Social Affairs recently disclosed
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4,583 cases of undeclared work through tem-
porary agencies, of which 75% concerned the
employment situation of non-EU workers.*!
Additional structural barriers reported by the
NSG are hindering improvements in working
conditions. These include the geographical
concentration of opportunities in specific glob-
al chain industries, the subsequent increase in
long-distance commuting, and limited access
to a social services system constrained in ca-
pacity and resources.

In the eyes of the NSG, the difficulty in provid-
ing more-effective measures to improve work-
ing conditions results partially from decreasing
trade union membership. Given unions’ conse-
quent reduction in financial capacity, they can-
not fulfil their role in national-level bargaining.
The NSG calls for additional capacity-building
efforts to overcome this barrier and improve
working conditions in Czechia.

Czechia has been on track to reach the Eu-
rope 2020 goal of reducing the rate of early
leavers from education and training by 50%,
as these have been consistently below the EU
average. A high performer on the Social Score-
board with regard to this indicator, Czechia
currently registers a rate of 6.7%, as well as
significant advances in the provision of basic
skills.*2 Nevertheless, the early-leaver rate has
been rising since 2013, calling into question
the country’s track record. Moreover, the aver-
age rate hides significant regional and social

zechia#
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disparities. Whilst most regions are close to
the 6% average, the difference in rates be-
tween Severozapad (16%) and Prague (2%)
continues to grow.*® Two out of three members
of socially excluded families (57% in the case
of Roma communities) and a high proportion
of people with disabilities leave school prema-
turely.** The main causes of this phenomenon
are a lack of family support and the attractive-
ness of easy access to the labour market. As a
result, vulnerable young people are often left
exposed to low-paid and low-quality job oppor-
tunities and a higher probability of unemploy-
ment further in the future.*

In spite of this situation, the NSG reports a lack

of will to tackle this at national level. The Action
Plan for Inclusive Education to provide more
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support for students in low socio-economic
groups has not put forward the measures ex-
pected of it, especially with regards to reducing
the segregation of Roma children.*¢ Financial
support dedicated to reducing dropout rates
is only given to regions that develop specific
methodologies to implement at school level.
With schools lacking the capacity to integrate
the needed pedagogical services and a report-
ed teacher shortage,*” the lack of coordination
between social services, schools and families
further hinders any action to solve this issue.*®
Nevertheless, the NSG indicates that mea-
sures for the re-introduction of early leavers
into education are currently being discussed,
and more efforts are being introduced to coor-
dinate the implementation of inclusive educa-
tion amongst regions.
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Czechia continues to be a high performer
at reducing the risk of poverty and material
deprivation, as reported by the National Strat-
egy Group (NSG). The country has the lowest
ARORPE (at risk of poverty or social exclusion)
rate in the EU, currently 12.5%, and significant
advances have been made in reducing mate-
rial deprivation, the rate of which is now 2.7%,
compared to 7% in 2014.*° Furthermore, in-
work poverty remains low: the standard rate is
3.5% and youth in-work poverty is 2.3%.5° Ac-
cording to the NSG, this is due to a rise in net
income of 6.9 % from 2018,%" which has had a
positive impact on overall living conditions.

Czechia’s performance and effectiveness in
healthcare provision have been high in recent
years, as reported by the NSG. With more than
80% of health expenditure deriving from pub-
lic spending, the national public healthcare
system is successful at ensuring accessibility.
The rate of self-reported unmet medical needs
is just 0.5%.52 This has been achieved despite
per-capita health expenditure lower than the EU
average® and out-of-pocket expenditure that
has been rising since 2015 and now amounts
to 14.2%.5* Nevertheless, the NSG reports geo-
graphical inequality in the number of medical
staff per capita, which has a negative impact on
the provision of care in rural areas. Additional
concerns are raised regarding migrants’ acces-
sibility to healthcare, as barriers persist in the
form of employment status and language.

The NSG reports persistent challenges to
the improvement of living conditions. Pover-
ty rates are especially high amongst the el-
derly, who have an AROPE rate of 16.5%,%
the unemployed (21.7%) and single parents
(36.9%).% The NSG notes that one of the
main causes of poverty and social exclusion is
over-indebtedness, which it indicates as one
of the country’s most pressing social issues.
Despite recent debt relief measures, 5.1% of
households continue to experience an over-
due debt obligation, which averages EUR
1,580 per month;%” 1 million Czechs are facing
foreclosure.5®

Social expenditure has been continuous-
ly decreasing since 2013, reaching 12% of
GDP in 2018,%° and so has the impact of so-
cial transfers, which currently reduce pover-
ty by 39.2%.%° Even though housing support
and the childcare allowance play significant
positive roles overall, the NSG indicates that
Czechia’s remaining social protection focuses
on the most vulnerable and leaves out many
people who are experiencing non-standard
forms of precariousness. As a result, accord-
ing to the NSG, the sense of social justice and
trust in the social protection system are be-
ing eroded. The Social Inclusion Strategy for
2021-2030 is expected to focus on indebted-
ness, access to housing and social exclusion
in the upcoming programming period of EU
funds.®
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The NSG is concerned that a lack of sufficient-
ly affordable housing is having a significant im-
pacton living conditions in Czechia and pointed
to it as one of the country’s three most pressing
social issues. Housing prices rose faster than
wage growth from 2014 to 2018, driven by the
limited supply of new units and strong demand
in bigger cities.%? In 2018, for the third time in a
row, the Czech Republic has ranked as having
Europe’s least affordable housing in Deloitte’s
Property Index: a standardized new dwelling
costs the equivalent of 11 years of average
gross salary.®® Given this increase in housing
costs, low-income households in Czechia ded-
icate an average of 43.9% of their disposable
income to housing alone.%* As a result, 16.6%
of households consider housing costs a signifi-
cant financial burden, a figure that rises to 44%
amongst the unemployed.® Affordability is a
more prominent issue in cities like Prague and
Ostrava, where additional pressure on prices
comes from housing units dedicated to Airbnb
and rental accommodation.®®

There are 21,230 homeless people in Czechia®
and a further 119,000 at risk of becoming home-
less, according to the latest available data.®® In
90% of the cases, the reason is indebtedness
and subsequent eviction. The Housing First pro-
gramme,®® a dedicated strategy to prevent and
combat homelessness, is being expanded, but
municipalities are still struggling to fulfil the ex-
pectation placed on them by the legislative frame-
work to provide quality, affordable housing.”

Reaching climate neutrality by 2030 and fur-
ther developing a transition to a green econo-
my is a major challenge for Czechia. Not only
does it have one of the EU’s highest levels of
greenhouse gas emission per capita, but the
Czech economy continues to be carbon-inten-
sive, with a 15% share of renewables in final
energy consumption, below the EU average.
The public is relatively unmotivated to make
changes and reduce their energy consump-
tion, an attitude which acts as an additional
barrier to green transition. Furthermore, Cze-
chia provides limited effective tax measures to
incentivise such transition.”

This is a particular concern for the Nation-
al Strategy Group (NSG), as no strategy has
been laid out to phase out coal production, nor
have any just concrete transition measures.
The current RESTART programme, which
aims to regenerate and achieve social stabi-
lization for Czech coal regions, is yet to enter
the implementation stage, and it faces delays
due to a lack of capacity in the regions.” Coal
mines employ 21,000 people directly and a
further 19,000 indirectly in the already pover-
ty-stricken regions of Moravskoslezsko and
Severozapad,”® and the NSG expressed a
need to develop further reskilling, digital-devel-
opment and active-employment measures.
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Civic space in Czechia remains open, as indi-
cated by CIVICUS’s Civic Space Monitor. Over-
all, the National Strategy Group (NSG) consid-
ers that civic-space freedoms are sufficiently
respected. The Civil Code clarified some is-
sues regarding the nature, structure and pur-
pose of civil society organisations and intends
to align freedom of association with the values
of the constitution. The NSG has not reported
any restrictions on the freedom of peaceful
assembly. For example, there were peaceful
anti-government protests calling for the resig-
nation of Prime Minister Babi$ over misuse of
public funds and EU subsidies fraud.™

Nevertheless, there is some unease regarding
the future of civic space. One proposal would
restrict subsidies to those civil society organ-
isations that fulfil state objectives in the fields
of culture, education, health and social ser-
vices, and leave out environmental CSOs.”®
The NSG criticises the subjectivity of the no-
tion of public benefit used in the proposal, as

it threatens freedom of association. Further-
more, attacks on CSOs by Prime Minster Babis
have hindered the associations’ work during
the pandemic.” Reporters Without Borders is
concerned by the increased concentration of
media ownership and government supervisory
bodies’ repeated attacks on critical journalists,
which have fuelled a mistrust of the media and
restricted critical journalism.”” As a result, Cze-
chia dropped from 13th place in 2014 to 40th in
2020 in the Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
World Press Freedom Index.”®

The NSG indicates that CSOs have been rele-
gated to a consultative role in the tripartite sys-
tem of social dialogue. Without a stable fund-
ing framework and limited capacity and time
to review policies, CSOs’ influence in deci-
sion-making is further constrained. To change
this, the NSG suggests making it mandatory to
consult with CSOs, especially on key issues,
following a precedent set in the Housing First
programme.
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The underlying sentiment in the European
Commission’s 2020 country-specific recom-
mendations for Czechia is worry over per-
sistent regional disparities, especially between
the Karlovarsky and Ustecky regions and the
rest of the country. These disparities are ex-
pected to grow as a result of the socio-eco-
nomic crisis caused by Covid-19, and the
Commission focuses its recommendations on
the education system, healthcare infrastruc-
ture and green investment needs, all of which
are concerns raised by the National Strategy
Group. The Commission calls for healthcare to
be made more resilient, especially by increas-
ing the number of health workers, and for equal

access to inclusive, quality education and
training. Even if no concerns are raised regard-
ing the rise in unemployment as a result of the
crisis, the Commission insists that active em-
ployment policies for vulnerable groups be im-
proved and that coverage of relief measures be
extended for workers in short-term contracts or
hired through temporary work agencies. Fur-
thermore, both the Commission and the NSG
await the expected plans for a just transition for
coal-dependent regions. However, there is no
mention in the recommendations of the need
to address rising housing costs or low salaries
for low-skilled workers. These are, however,
key concerns for the NSG.
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DENMARK

Denmark remains a high performer in social
protection. SOLIDAR’s National Strategic
Group (NSG) indicates this is due to high so-
cial spending, a progressive tax system and a
longstanding tradition of involving civil society
organisations in the legislation and policymak-
ing processes. This has resulted in an overall
positive performance above the EU average.
Unemployment has been reduced over the
long term, though it rose from 4.9% in 2019
to 5.8% in 2020. The gender employment gap
is relatively narrow, at 7.2% in 2019. The risk
of poverty and social exclusion is limited and
was just 16.3% in 2019. And a high standard
of living is guaranteed. Yet recent welfare forms
and tax cuts are at odds with Denmark’s track

Unemployment? 1%
Gender Equality Index®

In-work poverty* 1%
Housing Overcrowding?® 9.2%
CIVICUS Civic Space Monitor®
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record, leading to a rising concentration of
wealth and a larger wage gap. This trend is es-
pecially worrying for the NSG because of the
subsequent erosion of social justice, which
has left low-income households with lower so-
cial protection. Despite some improvements
in recent years, significant barriers persist for
some groups to reach the country’s high living
standards: for migrants, this concerns access
to the labour market and affordable housing,
and for women, equal wages and work-life
balance. With the new left-of-centre coalition
government, the NSG hopes that the Covid-19
pandemic will not delay the promised new di-
rection in key areas such as education, gender
equality, housing and child welfare.
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Denmark’s track record on fighting inequalities
has been recognised worldwide. Tax revenue
as a share of GDP is higher than the European
average at45.9%,’ resulting from a progressive
taxation system.® This supports a high level of
social spending and significant welfare trans-
fers in comparison with other EU members and
European neighbours. Denmark has therefore
managed to reduce income inequality and
maintain relatively low levels of unemployment
and in-work poverty, as noted by SOLIDAR’s
Danish National Strategy Group (NSG), led by
Nyt Europa. As a result, the country has ranked
as the world’s most committed towards equali-
ty in Oxfam and Development Finance Interna-
tional’s Inequality Index,® with a Gini coefficient
of 28.7.1°

Yet this trend has been called into question
after a recent wave of welfare reforms under
the pretext of boosting competitiveness and
economic adjustment to globalisation."" The
NSG draws attention to the introduction of a
cash benefit ceiling and a reduction of support
for the unemployed, people on long-term sick
leave and students. Additional limitations on
early retirement and flexible employment re-
ported by the NSG have increased Denmark’s

7 European Commission (2020) Country Report Denmark 2020 htt
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slight divergence from its reputation and from
compliance with the Inequality SDGs.? '3
These measures, introduced from 2013 on-
wards, were preceded by income and real-es-
tate tax reforms, which lowered the upper mar-
ginal rates for taxation. As a result, government
expenditure as a percentage of GDP was re-
duced from 56.7% in 2010 to 50.9% in 2018,
weakening the collective security system. With
an increase in union-negotiated wage-securi-
ty deals, the NSG indicates a possible evolu-
tion towards a two-tier labour market in terms
of social security and equality of employment
conditions.

As a result, Denmark has been experiencing a
rise in inequality during the last 20 years. Ac-
cording to the Social Scoreboard, Denmark
has remained in the upper middle performing
group for income inequality, though it was one
of the leaders before 2009." Incomes over-
all have risen 9%,'® but the NSG indicates
that this growth has been far from beneficial
for all, due to an increasing concentration of
wealth and a larger wage gap. Since 2010, the
wealthiest 10% in Denmark have seen their in-
comes rise by 18%, whereas incomes for the
bottom 40% of earners have risen only 2%."”
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The disparities are even clearer for the top 1%,
whose income before taxes has increased by
32% since 2010, as they reap the benefits of
the abovementioned tax cuts, increases in pay
and growth in the value of their fortunes.'® 1°

Though the middle class has remained large-
ly unaffected, inequality in Denmark is having
an impact on people in lower income brackets,
according to the NSG. There has been an in-
crease in in-work poverty, from 4% in 2010 to
5.3% in 2019,%° and a rise in short-term hiring
and precariousness, especially amongst young
people and in the entertainment and academic
sectors.?' 22 L ower-income groups have been
left in a vulnerable position, with lower protec-
tion from social benefitsthese developments
are eroding Denmark’s longstanding sense of
social justice

Nevertheless, the NSG reports that the new
government has is interested in improving
working conditions. Given a noted increase in
workplace stress and growing fears over job
security, a dialogue with unions has been es-
tablished to provide stronger measures and
funding to tackle issues related to the social
environment at work. To reduce the socio-eco-
nomic impact of Covid-19, Denmark mobil-
ised DKK 127.7 billion in direct fiscal stimulus.
Amongst other provisions, DKK 10 billion of
that total was destined to cover income losses

for the self-employed, DKK 3.8 billion to make
up for wages lost as a result of partial unem-
ployment and DKK 200 million to provide sick-
ness and unemployment benefits for vulnera-
ble groups dependent on these schemes.?

The social and economic inclusion of migrants
and asylum seekers has been improving since
2012, with positive developments in education,
labour-market participation and acquisition of
Danish-language skills.?* % As of 2019, 92%
of migrants who had arrived in Denmark up
to the age of 12 had passed the year-9 exam-
inations, and 64% had completed mandatory
education.?® The employment rate of migrants,
asylum seekers and people of migrant back-
ground rose to 58% in 2018%” and is slowly
approaching the national average employment
rate of 77.5%.2 These improvements are the
result of the Integration Programme, a three-
to-five-year programme providing support ser-
vices such as language classes, counselling
and skills-development activities for future par-
ticipation in the labour market.?

Yet significant barriers still exist to full integra-
tion. Only 36% of migrants between the ages of
25 and 39 have completed higher education.®
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One in two migrants has reported language dif-
ficulties.®' Of those with an ethnic background,
48% have experienced discrimination, a rate
that has been rising since 2012.32 These bar-
riers to integration are even more evident in a
labour market with a bias against non-Danish
sounding names, as shown by research from
the University of Copenhagen.®® Women wear-
ing headscarves have to apply to 60% more
jobs to reach the interview stage than women
without headscarves. The NSG notes that, in
the absence of targeted active employment
plans, migrants and their descendants are ex-
posed to inequalities and discrimination more
than other groups.

Moreover, the Danish Government shifted its
focus in 2019 from the integration of refugees
to their return. Without replacing the existing
integration programme, efforts are being redi-
rected to develop refugees’ ability to support
themselves and return to their home countries,
when conditions are safe.3* %

Denmark was second in the EU in the 2020
Gender Equality Index with a score of 77.5,%
as aresult of its gender-equality measures. The
National Strategy Group (NSG) reports overall
improvements since 2015. The gender gap
in the employment rate now stands at 7.2%,
much lower than the EU average of 11.4% in

2019,% positioning Denmark in the high-per-
formance group on the Social Scoreboard.%®
Gender-segregated wages were outlawed for
companies with under 35 employees, while
those with 35 or more had to produce equal-
pay statistics.®*® Municipalities have to guar-
antee affordable formal childcare to assure a
greater work-life balance. However, the NSG
raises concerns over the reduction in specific
policies to further tackle gender inequalities. It
indicates that improvements are still needed
with regard to the type of participation in the
workforce, the gender pay gap, and work-life
balance.

The Danish labour market remains highly seg-
regated, according to the NSG. Most women
are employed in the public sector or tradition-
ally feminised sectors.*® This has a significant
impact on wages due to the baseline salaries
decision of 1969, which set lower pay rates in
these sectors. The unadjusted pay gap stands
at 14.5% and the adjusted gap at 7%.*' Fur-
thermore, the NSG clarifies that legislation
on equal-pay statistics, which already allows
companies to freely choose how to implement
such initiatives, leaves a lot of room for varying
approaches. Inevitably, the diverging statistical
methods make it harder to compare such data.

Despite performing above average in work-
life balance,*? thanks largely to the provision
of free formal childcare, Denmark still falls be-
hind its Scandinavian countries in standards,

31 Det nationale integrationsbarometer (2020) Development report: The national integration barometer and key figures on refu-

gees htt rationsbarometer. viklin rter/hele-landet.html (retrieved in 3/08/2020)

32 Ibid.

33 Dahl, Malte and Krog, Niels (2018) Experimental Evidence of Discrimination in the Labour Market: Intersections between
Ethnicity, Gender and Socio-Economic Status htt r/article- 1/34/4/402/5047111?redir From=-
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as indicated by the NSG. On average, wom-
en in Denmark take 276.8 days of maternity
leave*® and spend 3 hours 28 minutes a day
on housework,* whilst men only take 28.8
leave days* and spend 2 hours 34 minutes a
day on housework.*¢ Furthermore, the differ-
ences between maternity and paternity leave
following childbirth are still considerable, with
men only entitled to two weeks paid paternity
leave, in comparison to 18 weeks maternity
leave. In this context, the NGS is positive about
the introduction of collective agreements in the
private sector, which encourage up to eight
paid weeks of parental leave, and it awaits the
implementation of the recent EU work-life bal-
ance directive.

GOOD PRACTICE

Through the allocation of DKK 500 million
in 2020 directly to municipalities to pay
for day-care institutions, Denmark is en-
suring that the staff-to-child ratio increas-
es by employing a minimum of 1,050 full-
time educators, pedagogical assistants
and pedagogical assistants. This is ex-
pected to raise the quality of early-child-
hood education and to break the depen-
dency of educational performance on the
income of children’s parents.

Ministry of Children and Education
(2020) Political agreement on the imple-
mentation of DKK 500 million for more
educational staff.*”

Given increases in the early-leaver rate from
7.5% in 2016 to 9.9% in 2019 and the NEET
(not in education, employment or training)
rate from 6.7% in 2016 to 7.7% in 2019,%8 49
the NGS welcomes the measures introduced
by the Mette Frederiksen government to curb
these trends. Acknowledging the PISA test re-
sults, a 2019 agreement® promises to increase
the number of educators, ease entrance re-
quirements related to age and other factors
and eliminate testing at elementary-school
level. Furthermore, the new government re-
moved both a plan for a 2% annual cut to the
higher-education budget and Denmark’s ban
on the pursuit of simultaneous degrees. These
measures are intended to halve the NEET rate
by 2030,5' and the NSG hopes that they will
improve student support, reduce the pressure
on students and break the link between educa-
tional performance and parental income.*2

Despite this shift in direction, the NSG rais-
es some concerns. One is whether the fund-
ing lost by universities over the last few years
will be reintroduced into the higher education
system. Another is the economic impact of the
pandemic, which the NSG hopes does not af-
fect the promises made on education goals.
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There is widespread agreement on the posi-
tive impact of the social protection and active
labour policies that are provided by the high
level of social security in Denmark, the Na-
tional Strategy Group (NSG) indicates. This
is reflected in Denmark’s overall performance
on the Social Scoreboard, where it often ranks
amongst the highest EU member states.?® The
AROPE (at risk of poverty or social exclusion)
rate is 16.3%, significantly below the EU aver-
age.* The impact of social transfers remains
high, reducing the risk of poverty by around
47%, which makes Denmark as one of Eu-
rope's best-performing countries.*®

Yet, according to a more nuanced view, the
reduction of social support in recent years is
having a toll on Denmark’s performance in so-
cial protection. Despite the AROPE rate being
relatively stable in the last few years, it remains
above its 2008 level.*® The NSG is also con-
cerned with the increase in child poverty. As an
example, the introduction of the cash benefit
ceiling in 2016 was by itself responsible for a
25% rise in the number of one-year-old chil-
dren below the poverty line, from 48,300 %" to
64.500in 2017.%8 This prompted the new social
democratic government to create a commis-
sion to develop a targeted policy to alleviate
child poverty.>®

53 European Commission (2020) Social Scoreboard htt
54 Ibid.
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There is plenty of affordable housing in Den-
mark. The growth in prices slowed in 2019 to
2.4% over the previous year, following a num-
ber of years when rises were above the EU
average.®® Despite this, the European Com-
mission’s 2020 country report®' indicates that
Denmark still has the EU’s second highest
share of income dedicated to housing, an av-
erage of 28.1%. This situation raises several
alarms for the capital region, in particular a po-
tential deterrence effect on living in Copenha-
gen despite the increasing employment oppor-
tunities there. Concerns have been raised over
potential limitations on job mobility.2 Given
these developments in the housing market, the
NSG awaits the government’s plans to combat
rent increases.

Accessto free healthcare is guaranteed in Den-
mark, and itis supported by the highest govern-
ment health expenditure in the EU relative to
the size of the economy, at 8.3% of GDP.53 The
public healthcare system’s good performance
is reflected in low levels of unmet needs and
out-of-pocket expenditure, which are both be-
low the EU average.® Nevertheless, the NSG
and Oxfam lbis point out existing inequalities
in access to essential care: people with low-
er levels of education and income sometimes
have difficulties in navigating the healthcare
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system.% This has an impact on future person-
al health prospects: 36% of people with only
a primary-school education indicate concerns
over whether they will reach the retirement age
in good health.%¢ In the context of demographic
developments that are raising the demand for
quality healthcare, the NSG indicates the need
to further health funding to reduce inequality.

The NSG presents the case for particular fo-
cus on migrants’ social protection, due to their
unequal access to such support, as reported
by Oxfam Ibis in their Inequality Report.5” A
particular concern for the NSG is the proposal

Civic space in Denmark is considered as open
by CIVICUS.”® Freedom of speech, associa-
tion and assembly are secured by the consti-
tution, and the exercise of these has not been
restricted in recent years. Reporters Without
Borders ranks Denmark as third in terms of
press freedom and freedom of expression in
its 2020 World Press Freedom Index.” Despite
the introduction of Covid-19 preventive mea-
sures and an initial ban on public gatherings
of more than 10 people, freedom of assem-
bly is respected albeit with minor limitations
on attendance. This was seen when the Black
Lives Matter protests were organised in June.”
Furthermore, the National Strategy Group re-
ports that the parliament’s Freedom of Speech

for the Ghetto-pakke, a controversial plan to
demolish and refurbish vulnerable housing
areas by 2030, which was launched by the
previous, conservative, government in 2018.%8
This will have an impact on the availability of
affordable housing for migrants, and the NSG
considers the plan racist, because inhabitants’
ethnicity is a factor for deciding the areas in
which buildings should be torndown. Migrants
are facing further barriers in access to health-
care: after the reintroduction of interpretation
fees in 2018, migrants with limited language
skills face higher costs to meet their healthcare
needs.®°

Commission plans to clarify the use of free
speech in the workplace and provide guide-
lines on upholding these rights.

With a longstanding tradition of social dialogue,
Denmark often involves civil society organisa-
tions formally and informally in the legislative
and policymaking processes. The NSG reports
that these practices occur with politicians from
all parties and on subjects such as education,
the labour market and gender equality. Yet,
it voices some concerns regarding the trend
to limit consultation processes. The NSG re-
quests that this trend be reversed in order to
maintain democratic standards and guarantee
equality of participation for all social partners.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations for Denmark™
are mostly concerned with the measures to
mitigate the impact of the Covid-19 pandem-
ic, and they also carry out a brief follow-up on
the 2019 recommendations. The Commission
approved of the extraordinary plans introduced
since March, as these are in line with the EU
guidelines on the coordinated response to
the pandemic. The recommendations were
positive over the provision of temporary wage
compensation and support for those most af-
fected by the health crisis. Recommendations
to build the resilience of the healthcare sys-
tem by increasing the availability of healthcare

personnel and critical medical products are in
line with the National Strategy Group’s (NSG)
request for additional funding to future-proof
the system. Similarly, there seems to be room
for agreement between the Commission rec-
ommendations to increase investment in the
digital education infrastructure and the NSG’s
indications of the need for further education
support. However, the overall approach of the
Commission’s country specific recommenda-
tions retains the premise that fiscal sustainabil-
ity must be a priority.”* Rising inequality and its
social consequences are still not addressed,
despite concerns over these raised by the
NSG.
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ESTONIA

In 2019, Estonia’s real GDP growth was rela-
tively strong, at an estimated 3.8%." Similarly,
the labour market continued to perform well,
and the employment rate reached 78.9%.2
However, in the second quarter of 2020, the
employment rate decreased to 77.9%,3 show-
ing the first effects of Covid-19. As a response
to the pandemic, extraordinary measures
were approved, most of which aimed to help
businesses stay afloat.* Despite an increase
in wages in recent years, Estonia’s perfor-
mance on income equality was classified as
“lower middle” in 2019 by the Social Score-
board,® and the percentage of people living
at risk of poverty or social exclusion in 2018

was 21.9%, well above the euro-area average
of 16.9% and the EU average of 17%.° The
findings of the European Commission’s 2020
Country Report show that Estonia faces major
challenges with respect to its health system,
the accessibility of social-safety-net services
and the adequacy of the pension system.
These points are highlighted by the National
Strategy Group as well. Furthermore, the great
regional disparities and the high carbon and
energy intensity that characterize the country
are also urgent issues that need to be tackled.
The NSG identifies the inadequacy of housing
as another priority, as almost 13% of houses
in Estonia do not have basic amenities.”

1 European Commission (2020) Country Report Estonia 2020 htt
:5202 &from=EN

2 Eurostat (2020) Employment and activity by sex and age - annual data https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/LFS|_
EMP_A__custom_125922/default/table?lang=en
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Estonian income taxes are not strongly pro-
gressive. The government’s goal is to shift
the tax burden from income to consumption.'™
Furthermore, Estonia’s tax system includes a
unique corporate income tax (introduced in
2000) that provides that only distributed profits
are taxed. Although the aim of this measure is
to encourage companies to re-invest, the un-
wanted effect is to push companies to pay div-
idends irregularly in order to avoid taxation, the
NSG reports.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that, thanks
to the tax reform law introduced on 1 Janu-
ary 2018, the Estonian tax system has be-
come slightly more progressive. The new law
establishes a basic exemption of EUR 500
on monthly income of up to EUR 1,200. For
monthly income above EUR 1,200, the basic

8 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income

dataset=ilc_di12

exemption decreases along with the growth in
income, until an annual income threshold of
EUR 25,200." This measure particularly ben-
efits low-income workers. Overall, the main
recent changes concerning taxation are: the
possibility to transfer some benefits and al-
lowances received at the end of one year to
the following one, in order to avoid additional
income taxes; an increase in the additional ex-
emption for families with children (on top of the
EUR 6,000 basic exemption) from EUR 1,200
to EUR 3,048 per year, starting from the third
child; and the exclusion of commuting benefits
from the list of taxed-related benefits.'®

With regard to social benefits, the National
Strategy Group positively evaluates the mea-
sures introduced between 2017 and 2020.
Besides the above-mentioned increase in the

9 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_

rt_a&lang=en

10 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index https:
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table?lang=en

12 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrows-
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basic tax exemption, other measures have
helped alleviate the inequalities affecting vul-
nerable groups such as disabled people,
low-paid workers and families with children,
according to the NSG. In particular, after com-
plicated negotiations between social partners
— which resulted in an agreement only after
the intervention of the national conciliator — the
minimum wage increased by 7.6% in 2020,
from EUR 540 per month to EUR 584."" Also,
average pensions rose 9% in 2020 as a con-
sequence of indexation.'® However, the retire-
ment-age population, especially pensioners
living alone, still face difficulties coping and
often have to apply for subsistence benefits.
In fact, Estonia spends less than the EU aver-
age on social protection, including pensions.®
As a consequence of a reform of the family al-
lowance system, all forms of family allowance
have been united under the same system and
increased by at least one third. Moreover, since
2018 it has been easier for a primary carer to
work part time while receiving the parental
benefit, and the paternal leave period has been
extended from 10 to 30 days and made more
flexible for the first three years of a child’s life.2°
Furthermore, a paternal benefit, independent
from and additional to the parental one, has
been introduced.?' In 2017, a 20% increase
in social benefits and pensions targeting dis-
abled people was introduced. Disability bene-
fits for children have increased two- to threefold
as of 2020.22 Overall, unemployment allowanc-
es have not increased in recent years, and no
occupational health and safety insurance has
been introduced, despite the great need for it
underlined by the NSG.

Pensions and their sustainability represent a
major issue for the Estonian welfare system,
reports the NSG. The pension system is based
on a three-pillar model. The first pillar is the
public pay-as-you-go system, while the sec-
ond and third pillars are funded pension sys-
tems. The second pillar, which is mandatory for
people born after 1983, is financed through a
percentage of a worker’s gross salary and so-
cial taxes. The third pillar is voluntary. The Es-
tonian government coalition, led by the Prime
Minister Juri Ratas, in his second mandate,
has presented a pension system reform bill
that initiated a heated debate. The objective of
the proposal is to make the second pillar of the
pension system voluntary. The European Com-
mission identifies potential risks in this propos-
al in terms of the adequacy of the pension sys-
tem.2® Furthermore, the plan received negative
feedback from interest groups, including the
Estonian Trade Union Confederation (EAKL)
and the Estonian Employers’ Confederation
(ETTK). The stakeholders argued that over
the long term the plan could result in a greater
risk of poverty among retired people, a high-
er retirement age, an increased tax burden, or
a larger foreign share of the workforce.?* The
NSG fully agrees on this point. President Kalju-
laid appealed to the Supreme Court in order to
assess whether the reform respects the basic
rights of workers, but her appeal was rejected
at the end of October. It is therefore likely that
the reform will be adopted in its current version.

The National Strategy Group points out that,
due to insufficient budget allocations, social
services do not respond adequately to the
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needs of the population. The same problem
emerges from the European Commission’s
Country Report Estonia 2020. Moreover, the
NSG adds that wide regional differences can
be observed, as several welfare services are
regulated by local governments.

The phenomenon of migration to Estonia can
be divided into two periods: the first labour im-
migration of Russian-speakers under the So-
viet occupation between 1950 and 1990 and
the modern immigration period, which began in
2000. According to the Estonian Human Rights
Centre, the major challenges linked to immi-
gration in Estonia are short-term migration and
increases in the volume and diversity of immi-
gration flows.?® Estonia has so far set up three
integration strategies: the first between 2000
and 2007, the second from 2008 and 2013
and the last, Integrating Estonia 2020, in effect
since 2014. The implementation of Integrating
Estonia 2020 is monitored by a steering group
composed of public sector representatives and
civil society organizations.?® This last strategy,
in addition to integrating Estonian-speaking
permanent residents and residents with other
mother tongues, also supports the adaption
and integration of new immigrants.?” A new inte-
gration plan is being drafted for 2021-2030, but
the NSG notices that there is no clarity on what
the main directions and actions of migration and
integration policy will be for the coming decade.

Despite some positive trends in the integra-
tion process of first-generation migrants over

the years, Estonian society is still divided
along ethnic and linguistic lines. This is true
also with respect to the labour market. In fact,
although occupational segmentation along
horizontal ethnic lines has decreased in re-
cent years, barriers between Estonians and
Estonian-Russians are persistent.2®¢ Another
relevant obstacle to the social integration of
the Russian-speaking minority is residential
segregation. Education has a crucial role in the
integration process of ethnic minorities, and
the dual-language school system has often
been discussed as a system that perpetrates
divisions and that should thus be modified.?®
Different patterns of media consumption also
contribute to the cultural divisions in Estonian
society.®

The National Strategy Group observes that
there have been very few changes in the ap-
proach to modern migration in recent years.
Conservative populists in the Estonian gov-
ernment have taken a hard-line stance with
the aim of limiting all forms of migration. The
Covid-19 crisis has provided further opportu-
nity to reinforce this position. Xenophobia con-
tinues to be widespread in Estonian society,
and politicians’ insulting statements together
with acts of violence make the picture even
more worrying. It is important to notice that im-
migrants in possession of short-term permits
or visas do not have access to A1 language
courses, which are part of the national adapta-
tion programme. Furthermore, the above-men-
tioned group and their families are excluded
from healthcare, education and other support
services, which instead are guaranteed only to
holders of residence permits.®!
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GOOD PRACTICE
MIGRASCOPE

MIGRASCOPE?®? was a two-year project
co-funded by the Asylum, Migration and
Integration Fund of the European Union
and implemented in seven EU countries,
including Estonia, in 2017 and 2018.The
organization responsible for its imple-
mentation in Estonia was the Institute of
Baltic Studies in collaboration with Enter-
prise Estonia. The main goal of MIGRAS-
COPE was to facilitate the integration of
migrants into the labour market, by em-
ployers implementing new good integra-
tion practices in workplaces, by increas-
ing migrants’ knowledge and by better
managing migrants’ expectations.

The tools employed to achieve this goal
were capacity-building activities tar-
geting both employers and migrants,
work-shadowing and the adoption of
good practices and two state-of-the-
art e-services (including mobile apps).
These e-services were created through
collaboration with migrant entrepreneurs,
who acted as role models and cooperat-
ed in the creation of solutions aimed at
overcoming cultural barriers.3?

Estonia’s performance in relation to early leav-
ers, formal childcare and NEETs (people not in
employment, education or training) is classified
as “upper middle” by the Social Scoreboard.3
The percentage of early leavers was below the
EU average in 2019.%® However, a lack of gen-
der balance affects the early-leaver rate for ba-
sic school, as twice as many boys as girls drop
out of school at this stage. Traditionally, there
have also been more males than females (up
to twice as many) among young people (aged
18-24) with a low level of education who are not
studying.®® Overall, according to the OECD, the
Estonian education system is high-performing:
“Coverage rates in pre-primary education are
high, participation in schooling is almost uni-
versal, the performance of students at the sec-
ondary level is among the best in Europe and
adults have literacy and numeracy skills above
the OECD average.”® Only Russian-language
schools are identified as a concern within the
Estonian school system.

As for early leavers, the rate of NEETs (6.9%) is
lower than in many other countries in the EU. In
fact, the rate is significantly lower than the EU
and euro-area averages, which are both 10%.%8
Youth unemployment was 7.1% in 2019, more

32 Migrascope (2017) Extending the Scope of Labour Market Integration of Immigrants https:/migrascope.eu/?fbclid=IwAR1jb-
-Bo9YGGXQEQhsccihwe_fd-NQrkguliwwmWoNQD61PCivFKVh4m4

33 Bridges (2017) The Institute of Baltic Studies https://ngobri .com/ngo/view/1
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than 5 percentage points below the euro-area
rate.®® People with higher educational levels
have higher employment rates. Of people who
had completed their studies at a vocational ed-
ucational institution between 2005 and 20186,
74% were employed in 2017. For those who
had completed studies at an institution of high-
er education between 2005 and 2016, 80%
were employed in 2017. “° However, it should
be noted that young people find it difficult to

choose the right educational path and special-
ty. According to the 2018 Labour Force Survey
conducted by Statistics Estonia in 2018 a total
of 4% of young people (5,400) were not study-
ing for job-related reasons and 3.9% (5,200)
because they had not found a suitable school
or speciality. Of young people who had not
completed their studies, the reason for 40%
was that the studies were unrelated to their
needs or interests.*’

39 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.
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Besides the above-mentioned increase in the
minimum wage and the second pension pillar
becoming voluntary, there have been important
recent developments in terms of working condi-
tions and in health and safety in the workplace.
For instance, penalty clauses can be inserted
into employment contracts with the objective
of sanctioning both employers and employees
who do not respect occupational health and
safety requirements. Also, the definition of psy-
chosocial hazards has been broadened, and
an employer’s obligations related to the risks
have been defined. Moreover, in July 2019,
the Ministry of Social Affairs published guide-
lines and recommendations for employers and
employees on health and safety in telework.*
These last actions are particularly relevant in
consideration of the work situation during the
Covid-19 pandemic.

With regard to work contracts, the National
Strategy Group for Estonia stresses that there
is increasing inappropriate use of contracts for
services for regular work that should instead
be governed by regular employment contracts.
It goes without saying that this practice entails
reduced social guarantees for workers. Nev-
ertheless, it is true that in recent years some
improvements have been made towards mak-
ing employment and services contracts more
similar with respect to social-protection guar-
antees.*® Furthermore, the NSG mentions the
obligation to register all employment contracts

42 Eurofound (2020) Living and working in Estonia h
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with the Tax and Customs Board as a significant
development for labour rights in the country.

Overtime work is identified by the National
Strategy Group as one of the main problems
that affect the organization of work in Estonia,
particularly in the services, trade and medical
industries. The latest statistics published by
the Ministry of Social Affairs refer to 2015. In
that year, 57% of workers declared they had
worked overtime, 6 percentage points more
than in 2009. Yet, on a positive note, the num-
ber of workers who claimed that they were not
compensated for working overtime had de-
creased, from 24% to 13%.4 The same report
by the Ministry of Social Affairs shows that col-
lective employment relationships had changed
in the preceding years. More precisely, in large
companies and organizations with at least 250
employees, both the number of trade unions
and the number of trade union members had
dropped. Consequently, the percentage of
large companies and organizations with col-
lective agreements had decreased from 39%
to 27%.% The NSG highlights the fundamen-
tal role played by employees’ representatives
in giving employees a say in the definition of
working conditions and in the organization of
work in the company. Strengthening the role
of employees’ representatives could help with
one issue that employees consider particularly
negative for work-life balance: the inflexibility of
working schedules.*®
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Only 2.4% of working contracts were temporary
in Estonia in 2019.#” This indicator was accom-
panied by one of the EU’s lowest rates of unem-
ployment in 2019, 4.4%.%® Therefore, precari-
ousness does not represent a major issue for
the Estonian labour market. Yet, some groups
in society are more vulnerable than others. Due
to a shortage of labour in recent years, a large
number of workers coming from third countries
have been employed mainly in the agriculture,
construction and services industries. This group
is very often not covered by social protection,
since short-term contracts are the norm.

Young people are another vulnerable catego-
ry. The in-work poverty rate was higher among
people aged 18-24 in 2017 than it was for oth-
er age groups.® In the same year, almost half
of 17-year-olds had some work experience. It
is alarming that, according to data from 2018,
while 59% had worked under an employment
contract, 37% had done so under a contract
under the law of obligations (an authorisation
agreement or contract for services). These
contracts do not guarantee adequate rest
periods or sufficient protection against risks
in the workplace.?® In the view of the National

Strategy Group, young people need more
guidance and supervision than adult employ-
ees. This situation is particularly urgent, given
that occupational accidents are more common
among younger employees.®'

With reference to data from 2018, Estonia’s
gender pay gap (22.7%) is the highest among
European Union countries.®® Despite gender
discrimination being prohibited by the Gender
Equality Act®® and despite the negative perfor-
mance of Estonia in terms of gender equality,
the National Strategy Group points out that
there is currently no mechanism in place for
overseeing the status of the gender pay gap.
Another element that is worth mentioning is
that more than twice as many women worked
part-time in 2018 as men.?* In fact, the burden
of domestic responsibilities is still an obstacle
to gender equality in Estonia.>® Nevertheless,
it should be mentioned that the percentage of
children aged between three and five enrolled
in pre-primary or primary school has increased
over the past years and reached 91% in 2017.%¢
This is an encouraging sign for the economic
empowerment of women, and it has been re-
inforced by the recent extension of paternity
leave from 10 to 30 days and the possibility for
any parent (with no gender distinction) to ben-
efit from parental leave.*”
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As anticipated, the rate of people living at risk of
poverty or social exclusion in Estonia (24.4%)
was higher than the EU average (21.9%) in
2018. The situation is characterised by great
disparities at the regional level, especially for
the elderly. This last group has a high activity
rate, in response to their need to increase their
income and ability to save.%® The rise in pen-
sions in 2020 represents an improvement in
this respect, but the reform of the second pillar
of the pension system is alarming, according
to the NSG. It would expose the elderly to the
risk of poverty even more. On the other hand,
Estonia’s performance with regard to material
deprivation and child poverty in 2018 was bet-
ter than the EU average. In particular, thanks
to an increase in child benefits, child poverty
decreased by 3.4 percentage points between
2016 and 2018. Moreover, by the end of 2020
benefits for children with disabilities will in-
crease two- to threefold.>® The in-work poverty
rate has been volatile in recent years. In 2017
it was in line with the EU average,® but it in-
creased in 2019, reaching 10.3%, 1 percent-
age point higher than the estimated EU aver-
age.®" The self-employed are more at risk of
in-work poverty in Estonia, as they are in the
rest of the EU. However, it should be noted
that the percentage of self-employed workers

affected by in-work poverty decreased by
more than 10 points from 2015 to 2017.%2 The
policies in place to combat poverty are con-
sidered by the National Strategy Group to be
adequate in their focus, which is primarily on
housing and family allowances. Family bene-
fits had the greatest effects in reducing poverty
in 2018. Nonetheless, overall social benefits in
Estonia are less effective than in the rest of the
EU at reducing the incidence of poverty, and
the increase in incomes outperformed the in-
crease of benefits in Estonia. Consequently,
a rise in unemployment benefits could repre-
sent an effective welfare measure.®® Overall,
it is important to note that public expenditure
on social protection is among the lowest in the
European Union. It accounted for around 13%
of GDP in 2018, while the EU average was al-
most 20%.54

Estonia’s public expenditure for healthcare
is among the lowest in the EU and the rate
of self-reported unmet need for medical care
is among the highest. This last indicator in-
creased to 16.4% in 2018, compared to the
Union average of 1.8%. This situation has led
to high out-of-pocket payments:in 2017, 23.6%
of people had to pay medical bills out of pock-
et, almost 8 percentage points more than the
EU average.® In line with this data, the Nation-
al Strategy Group reports that dental care is
covered only to a very limited extent by health
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insurance. Furthermore, the lack of public ex-
penditure on healthcare resulted in no updates
to the system in recent years, so it is not always
in a position to respond to people’s needs. The
high rate of out-of-pocket payments has also
led to significant income-based inequalities
across the country. This situation is even more
alarming, considering that health conditions
and health risk in Estonia depend in large part
on socio-economic conditions.

Ifitis true that Estonian health insurance covers
a wide range of services, as pointed out by the
NSG, it is also important to mention that only
94% of people living in Estonia are covered by
health insurance. This situation pushes people
who are not insured to access the healthcare
system through emergency care.®® Another
factor that pushes people to abuse emergency
care services is that specialised medical care
does not cover people’s needs, for example
due to very long waiting lists. As the National
Strategy Group underlines, the current system
is not sustainable, and its sustainability will be
further undermined by the aging of the popula-
tion and the increase in medical costs. In light
of the situation described so far, there is a great
need for more-consistent public investment in
the sector. One of the most acute problems
of the Estonian healthcare system is the lack
of medical workers, especially nurses, which
mainly affects rural areas. To tackle this issue
and thus increase the accessibility of health-
care services in Estonia, a cooperation agree-
ment has been signed. The aim of the agree-
ment is to ensure that everyone in Estonia is
registered with a family doctor, to improve the
quality of medical care and to improve commu-
nication in rural areas.” The NSG considers
this measure a positive development.

66 Ibid.

Immigrants can access healthcare services
under the same conditions as Estonians. How-
ever, the National Strategy Group identifies
linguistic barriers as a possible obstacle to
healthcare accessibility for foreigners. In fact,
medical professionals are not required by law
to offer services in another language. None-
theless, it should be noted that the state has
funds to cover translation services for asylum
seekers and immigrants with international
protection.

Most of the Estonian housing stock was built
during the Soviet era. The peak period was be-
tween 1960 and 1990. Therefore, many dwell-
ings are now old and need to be renovated. It
is important to note that 13% of houses in Es-
tonia do not have basic amenities, such as a
single-household flushing toilet and modern
washing facilities such as a shower or bath.%®
This figure is confirmed by the OECD Bet-
ter Life Index report on Estonia, according to
which only 93% of dwellings contain private
access to an indoor flushing toilet. This is one
of the lowest rates in the OECD; the average is
95.6%.%° The situation is particularly critical in
rural areas. Furthermore, the average Estonian
home contains 1.6 rooms per person, slightly
less than the OECD average of 1.8.7° Overall,
the NSG reports that, while the living conditions
of wealthy and middle-class Estonians can be
considered very good, the living conditions of
people with lower incomes are only satisfacto-
ry. In addition, around half of Estonian residents
live in dwellings that are either in very poor con-
dition or have deficiencies and need to be mod-
ernised, according to their inhabitants.”
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Some social support measures are in place
to help people with housing expenses, such
as the social benefit, which covers part of the
recipient's housing costs. Nevertheless, the
number of recipients has drastically fallen over
the years, according to the NSG. A series of
other measures is in place to support people in
the renovation of their dwellings, which should
also improve their energy efficiency and re-
duce their environmental impact.”? In 2018,
housing development investment support was
introduced for local governments with the aim
of establishing a rental housing stock in certain
areas. The National Strategy Group considers
this measure positive, especially with a view to
reducing regional disparities.

Despite Estonian residents being aware of the
importance of environmental sustainability,”®
government actions are insufficient. Estonia
is one of the most carbon- and energy-inten-
sive economies in the EU, and its per-capita
CO2 emissions amounted to nearly twice the
EU average in 2017.7* This situation is in great
part due to the prominent role played by the
shale oil sector in the production of electricity.
Residential buildings account for 33% of final
energy consumption, while transport accounts

72 Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications (2015) Housing htt

for 24%. Both forms of energy consumption
have increased in recent years. In 2017, the
Riigikogu, the Estonian Parliament, approved
the national low-carbon strategy, the General
Principles of Climate Policy until 2050. The ob-
jective of the plan is indeed to reduce green-
house gas emissions in the country. This tar-
gets an 80% reduction in the emission of these
gases by 2050 with respect to 1990 emissions.
To do so, Estonia wants to focus on the in-
dustrial and transport sectors and to invest in
new technologies.” However, as highlighted
above, the current efforts are considered in-
adequate by the European Commission. Its
Country Report Estonia 2020 concludes that
the lack of adequate effort to reduce pollution
is likely to prevent Estonia from reaching its
national greenhouse gas emission target for
2030.7®

The National Strategy Group urges the Esto-
nian government to improve its waste-man-
agement and waste-sorting systems. The cur-
rent waste collection system is based on the
polluter-pays principle, so the party responsi-
ble for creating waste is also responsible for
paying for its collection. Although waste collec-
tion prices are fairly low, the NSG stresses the
need for prices to respect the so-called waste
hierarchy established by the European Union
(Directive 2008/98/EC) in order to encourage
recycling as much as possible.””
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The Estonian constitution guarantees freedom
of assembly and of association, and the Nation-
al Strategy Group does not highlight any par-
ticular issue in this regard in recent years. The
2020 edition of the CIVICUS Monitor tracking
civic space classifies Estonia’s civic space as
open.”In July 2020, the government approved
the Civil Society Program 2021-2014, which
aims to foster civil society and increase its influ-
ence.” Following the 2019 parliamentary elec-
tions, various civic movements arose, such as
‘My Estonia Too’, ‘Yes to Freedom, No to Lies’
and ‘Mornings at Stenbock’. These organised
protests against the new populist government.
Recently, climate-related protests have attract-
ed more attention, especially weekly climate
strikes organized by young people in various
towns and cities as part of the movement ‘Fri-
days for the Future’.

With regard to civic space, the NSG also reports
that the Conservative People's Party of Estonia
(EKRE), creates anxiety among human rights
NGOs. Some party members have stated that
NGOs should no longer be funded. In autumn
2019, this discussion gained new momentum,
likely as a result of a coordinated campaign
that was also supported by ministers from the
coalition party Pro Patria.®° Freedom of expres-
sion has also been facing some challenges in
Estonia recently. Martin Helme, a member of
parliament and deputy chair of EKRE, in March
2019 accused the public broadcaster ERR of

unbalanced reporting and requested that jour-
nalists who "demonstrate bias in their cover-
age, should be taken off air,” CIVICUS reports.
As a consequence of this political climate, sev-
eral journalists quit their jobs.8' In addition to
these events, it is worth mentioning that in June
2019 the Minister of the Interior proposed par-
tially privatising ERR in order to save money.®
It is therefore not surprising that Estonia lost
three places on the 2020 World Press Freedom
Index, dropping to the 14th in the ranking.®?

The framework for social dialogue in Estonia is
defined by the Good Practice of Engagement
elaborated in 2017. This document stipulates
that government authorities should involve
interest groups and the public in the deci-
sion-making process, in order to increase its
legitimacy. At the moment, public engagement
is activated when a legal act is being prepared
for adoption or a decision is being made at
the level of the Riigikogu, the Government of
the Republic or ministers.?* Nevertheless, the
National Strategy Group points out that the
dialogue between public institutions and civic
society is very often merely formal and limit-
ed to proposed legislation. Besides, the com-
plexity of the subjects discussed represents
a further obstacle to collaboration with CSOs.
Social dialogue in the realm of labour is scarce
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in Estonia, as the participation of workers in
trade unions is low and has decreased in re-
centyears.? As aresult, the NSG specifies that
collective agreements apply only to the health-
care and transport sectors.

In the view of SOLIDAR’s National Strategy
Group for Estonia, social dialogue should have
clearer and more-concrete objectives. In ad-
dition, solutions need to be found to improve

The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations for Estonia are in
many respects in line with what emerged from
the Social Rights Monitor. In fact, the Com-
mission highlights the need for a more acces-
sible and resilient healthcare system, which
is particularly urgent in the light of the current
global health situation. Also, it identifies the in-
adequacy of the social safety net as a major
issue for Estonia. This is corroborated by the
NSG, which laments a lack of funding. In this
respect, the European Commission draws the
Estonian government’s attention to the need

civil society actors’ understanding of the sub-
jects discussed at governmental level, so that
they can participate more actively in the dia-
logue. The NSG proposes to add an “informa-
tive” preliminary phase to social dialogue, with
the aim of ensuring that it is carried out on the
basis of a shared understanding of the issues
discussed, thus decreasing the information
asymmetry that currently affects Estonian so-
cial dialogue.

for more-adequate unemployment benefits,
particularly in consideration of the socio-eco-
nomic consequences of the Covid-19 emer-
gency. The recommendations also focus on the
importance of a green transition, with particu-
lar regard to the energy and transport sectors.
However, unlike the NSG, the Commission
does not make any recommendations linked
to the recent pensions reform and the subse-
quent risk of poverty for the elderly. Moreover,
no space is given to gender equality and Esto-
nia’s alarming gender pay gap.
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For France, as for most other European coun-
tries, economic, social and political life in
2020 was deeply impacted by the Covid-19
pandemic and the subsequent restriction
measures put in place. Between March and
November 2020, the country was amongst
the most affected in Europe, both in number
of cases and in number of deaths." According
to the European Commission’s forecast, GDP
growth is likely to shrink by 9.5% in 2020 com-
pared to 2019,2 especially as France’s key ex-
port sectors (tourism and aircraft) were severe-
ly affected. Though the government stepped
in with support measures such as increased
financing of the partial activity scheme, the so-
cioeconomic and employment consequences
are expected to be dire, with unemployment
going over 10% again, back to 2016 levels.
This grim figure hides an even grimmer reality:
some groups are disproportionately affected

by the crisis, as pointed out by our National
Strategy Group (NSG) led by CEMEA and La
Ligue. Young people, while less likely to suf-
fer from acute Covid-19 symptoms, are par-
ticularly exposed to job precariousness and
poverty stemming from the crisis. Youth unem-
ployment was highlighted as the most press-
ing social issue of 2020 by the NSG. Other
NSG concerns include the lack of inclusion of
migrants, refugees and asylum-seekers; the
progressive rise in poverty and inequalities
combined with the inadequacy of the public
policies supposed to tackle it; increasing em-
ployment precariousness; and disparities in
access to healthcare. Lastly, a major topic in
France’s civic space, also underlined by the
NSG, is the recurring curtailment to freedom
of the press and freedom of peaceful assem-
bly, together with a perceivable shift towards a
police state.

1 European Center for Disease Prevention and Control (2020). COVID-19 situation update worldwide: https://www.ecdc.europa.
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Unemployment*

8.7% (mainland)
9.0% (incl. overseas
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Gender Equality Index® 74.6 (2019) 75.1 (2020)
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8.2% (mainland)
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

SUPPORT TO EMPLOYMENT

Unemploymentin France has been on a down-
ward trend since 2016, but at 8.5% in 2019
it remained above the EU average of 6.3%.
The figures for 2020 are not yet available, but
as of November 2020, the picture is looking
rather gloomy. The unemployment insurance
body (UNEDIC) already foresees a massive
degradation of employment in 2020 due to
the pandemic, with an expected 900,000 ex-
tra fully or partially unemployed people over
the year.® While the first and second quarters
of 2020 seem to show a continued decrease
in the unemployment rate, the National Insti-
tute for Statistics (INSEE) explains that this
has more to do with the lockdown affecting

3 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: htt

job search behaviour and jobseekers moving
from one category to another than with an ac-
tual rise in employment.'® In the third quarter
though, unemployment rose again by 1.9 per-
centage points to 9.0%,'" and the European
Commission’s forecast for the whole of 2020
was 10.1%, bringing unemployment to lev-
els comparable to those of 2016."2 In order
to support the economy and jobs during the
crisis, the government resorted to a struc-
tural transformation of the partial activity
scheme. Traditionally, any business confront-
ed with a lasting contraction in its activities
can reduce the volume of hours its employ-
ees work and get financial compensation for
the hours not worked. Since March 2020, the
state has stepped up its contribution to such
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compensation. In return, the business has to
commit to maintaining jobs. In practice, for the
hours not worked, employees see their sala-
ries reduced to 70% of their gross wage, or
84% of their net wage, but retain their jobs.™

As part of the 2019 unemployment insurance
reform, a measure was voted that foresees
the modulation of companies’ rate of contri-
bution to unemployment insurance. In the sev-
en sectors of the economy with the highest
turnover rates, a bonus-malus scheme is in
place. Starting from 2020, companies in these
sectors are incited to offer more permanent
contracts and longer fixed-term contracts;
otherwise they will be subjected to higher con-
tributions to unemployment insurance. In ad-
dition, a subsidized employment experiment
was generalised at the national scale in 2020:
the “free jobs” scheme provides financial aid
for employers recruiting candidates residing
in urban areas flagged as priority in France’s
urban policy.

There are great disparities in access to the la-
bour market in France. The NSG is particularly
concerned about youth unemployment, which
was 19.6% in 2019. Though this has been de-
clining continuously since 2013, it is stillamong
the highestin the EU." The COVID pandemic is
likely to aggravate the situation, once the emer-
gency measure such as the funding of partial

employment are over, the NSG points out. IN-
SEE notes territorial inequalities, with northern
France, south-eastern France and the area
north-east of Paris having higher unemploy-
ment rates.'® One group particularly exposed to
unemployment is immigrants. In 2017, 16.3%
of immigrants were unemployed, whereas only
8.6% of people born in France were. The rate
is even higher for people born outside the EU
(19.3%). Differences in educational level can
account for part of this inequality, but it is not
the only factor, as there are also inequalities
in employment rates within groups having the
same level of educational diploma. For in-
stance, 11.4% of immigrants with a degree or
higher university title were unemployed in 2016,
against only 5.0% of French-born people with
that level of education.’ In the most deprived
areas, which are also areas with populations
from a migrant background, the unemployment
rate reached a striking 24.7% in 2017."®

France’s rate of young people (20-34) neither
in employment, education or training (NEETS)
is on a par with the EU average, at 14.0% in
2019. This figure hides a gap between men
and women: 12.2% of young men in France
are unemployed, against 15.8% of young
women." As in the rest of the EU, the figures
have gone down after peaking at the height of
the economic crisis in 2012 but remain worry-
ing. In an attempt to remedy the problem, the
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French parliament voted an education reform
that introduced, amongst other measures,
compulsory education until 18 years old in-
stead of 16 as before.®® In parallel, the skills in-
vestment plan 2018-2022, was endowed with
a budget of EUR 15 billion over five years for
training the two million least-qualified young
people, with the objective of enabling them
to find a job. Several reforms to the education
and skills sector have been introduced in the
past two years, but their impact is still difficult
to assess. In this regard, our NSG co-leader
La Ligue highlights that the French education
system traditionally struggles to take into ac-
count the different abilities of pupils. Vocational
education currently functions as an option for
students who can’t keep up with the general
education programme. La Ligue calls for the
development of apprenticeships as a solution
to youth unemployment, provided that this
is not organized simply as a response to ac-
ademic failure in the general system but as a
valued alternative responding to skills demand
in the labour market.

According to the Programme for Internation-
al Student Assessment (PISA), developed by
the OECD, the academic results of youths of
15 years of age in France are above the EU
average. However, in its country report 2020
for France, the Commission underlines the
persistence of socio-economic inequalities in
the French educational system. The correlation
between the socio-economic status of pupils
and their educational results is amongst the
highest in the EU. Similarly, having a migration
background negatively impacts performanc-
es.2" A number of reforms were introduced in
2019 to address these issues, such as lowering

20 Service-public.fr (2020). L'obligation de formation des jeunes est portée de 16 a 18 ans: htt

the compulsory age to start education to three
and splitting certain classes in disadvantaged
primary schools in two, so that students are
in smaller classes.?? France has reached the
Europe 2020 objectives for reducing the rate
at which students drop out and increasing the
rate of higher-education graduates.2®

France’s most recent piece of legislation on mi-
gration was the 2018 Law on asylum and immi-
gration. The objective was threefold — reducing
delays in the processing of asylum applica-
tions, strengthening the fight against illegal mi-
gration, and improving the reception of foreign-
ers allowed to remain in France. This law has
been widely criticized by civil society organisa-
tions (CSOs), human rights defenders and the
ombudsman,?* for making it harder for undoc-
umented migrants to enter France and to stay
once they have already arrived. The law thus
gives the impression that France only makes an
effort to welcome high-skilled migrants, and the
text fails to propose any measure to regularise
undocumented migrant workers.

According to the European Institute for Gender
Equality (EIGE), France has made swift prog-
ress in gender equality since 2010 compared
to the EU average. In 2020, the country ranked
third in the Gender Equality Index, with a 7.2
percentage point increase since 2010.2° Some
legislative developments in recent years may
be able to explain this improvement.
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GOOD PRACTICE

GENDER EQUALITY INDEX IN BUSI-
NESSES WITH MORE THAN 50 EM-
PLOYEES

In 2018, the Law on ‘freedom to choose
one’s professional future’ included provi-
sions to reduce the gender pay gap. The
law made it mandatory for all employers
of 250 employees and above to pub-
lish an annual “Gender Equality Index”.
This is a self-assessment to measure
how well a company is doing regarding
equal pay, and it is based on a set of five
precise indicators: i) wage gaps be-
tween women and men in comparable
positions and levels of career advance-
ment; ii) gaps in the distribution of salary
increases; iii) gaps in the distribution of
promotions; iv) the proportion of female
employees back from maternity leave
that benefit from pay increases award-
ed in their absence; and v) the presence
of at least four women or men in the 10
highest-paying positions. Depending on
the value of the index, the employer may
have to implement corrective measures
or else face a financial penalty.?® Since
2020, this law has applied to all employ-
ers with more than 50 employees.

A law aiming to improve gender equality in the
labour market had its field of application ex-
tended in January 2020. Since then, all com-
panies with more than 250 employees must
have at least 40% of places on their board
of directors and supervisory boards filled
by women. Previously, this obligation only

applied to companies with more than 500
employees.

Other measures were introduced this year.
In May, the decree n° 2020-529 established
the retention of career advancement rights
for civil servants taking parental leave or sus-
pending their professional activity in order
to raise a child. This applies to a suspension
period of up to five years across the whole of
a civil-service career.?’” As of July 2021, the
duration of paternity leave (including three
days of birth leave) will be extended from 14
to 28 days.?® These two measures will hope-
fully not only alleviate the career penalties
faced for choosing to raise a child full-time (a
choice overwhelmingly made by women), but
also allow a more-equal sharing of parental
duties.

According to a study published by Eurofound,
France has a high rate of non-standard em-
ployment, coupled with low transition rates
towards standard forms of employment. This
means a significant number of employees are
trapped between temporary contracts and pe-
riods of unemployment, unable to find a per-
manent contract.?®

France has a relatively low level of in-work at-
risk-of-poverty (IW AROPE): 7.1% in 2018.%
The European Social Policy Network attributes
this to employment legislation and the impor-
tance of social benefits. With the guaranteed
minimum wage, the various regulations of
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part-time work and short-term contracts, the
possibility of combining work income with
some social benefits, and the redistributive ef-
fects of family, fiscal and housing policies, be-
ing employed in France generally allows peo-
ple to make ends meet. Still, the ESPN’s report
underscores the need to maintain attention on
IW AROPE in France: i) the rate of IW AROPE
is still higher than in several other countries,
such as Belgium, the Netherlands and Finland;
i) it still represents around 2 million people at
risk of poverty, which is a threat to social co-
hesion; and iii) specific groups of the popula-
tion are particularly affected — those groups
that are also the poorest in general in France:
the self-employed, non-French workers, young
workers and households with low work intensity

and dependent children (typically single-par-
ent families).®' These findings echo concerns
of the NSG, which reports a phenomenon of
“bad employment”, arguing that the published
unemployment rate does not reflect precarious
employment. The Observatoire des Inégalités
(Inequalities Watch) suggests, instead of just
looking at the unemployment figures, also con-
sidering precarious workers (those on short-
term contracts) and people who are working
part time only because they cannot find a full-
time position. It found that 26% of the active
population, about 7 million people, while em-
ployed, are in some form of “bad employment”
— and that’s without even taking into account
some groups of “self-employed” workers such
as platform workers.3?
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Over the past 20 years, France’s GINI index
has been generally stagnating slightly below
30, after reaching an all-time low just before the
2008 crisis, of 26.6 in 2007. Although inequali-
ties seem to have stabilized, at least before the
Covid crisis hit, France performs only average-
ly compared to other EU countries.®® According
to a study published by Eurofound, France, like
Germany and Spain, has persisting significant
income differences between employees in dif-
ferent labour market segments, even after tax-
es and transfers by the state.?*

Tax reforms in France in recent years have
been mostly neoliberal in nature. One of the
staunchest demands of the gilets jaunes move-
ment has been the reinstatement of the wealth
tax. In 2018, President Macron replaced it with
a “real-estate wealth tax”, thus exempting se-
curities and investment wealth from the tax.%®
The abolition of the wealth tax stirred harsh
criticism from the left, which called it a present
to the rich. A more recent development was
the introduction in 2019 of the withholding tax,
which aimed to make taxation smoother.%¢

The second-to-last phase of the housing tax
reform, voted in 2017, was introduced in 2020.
This tax is calculated based on a set of criteria
which include a household’s composition and
total income. It finances local services such as

schools, social services, sports facilities, infra-
structure and facilities related to water, sani-
tation and hygiene. With the reform, the tax is
set to gradually disappear for all households’
main residence by 2023, and as of 2020 the
lowest-earning 80% of households are already
exempt. Though the state assured the region-
al and municipal authorities that it would com-
pensate their revenue losses, it will do so out
of its own budget, which is mainly derived from
collection of VAT — a tax that weights heavier
on low-income households. The newspaper Le
Monde calculated that the lowest-earning 80%
of households will save an average of EUR
555 per year, while the richest 20% will enjoy a
EUR 1,158 saving.*” The measure, which was
framed as a gesture to increase the purchasing
power of low- and middle-income households,
in the end looks like a present to the rich.

After a suggestion by the treasuries of France
and Germany, the European Commission in
March 2018 unveiled a proposal for fairer taxa-
tion of digital giants. The project foresaw a tax
of 3% of turnover coming from certain digital
activities, such as the sale of advertising space
for targeted advertisements, instead of taxing
only profit. Following disagreements between
the 27 EU member states and hostility from
the US, the proposal fell through and was de-
ferred to the OECD, still without success so far.
However, France didn’t give up on the idea and
unilaterally voted its own tax in July 2019.%8 In
October, the French minister for economic af-
fairs announced a plan to start collecting the
tax in December.®®
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France’s social protection system is known to
be among the most effective in Europe at miti-
gating the risk of poverty and social exclusion,
the rate of which was 17.9% in 2019, below
that of most EU countries.*® However, as the
European Commission’s 2020 country report
highlights, France has not reached its pover-
ty-reduction objectives in the Europe 2020
Strategy. Furthermore, the NSG fears that the
Covid pandemic and its ensuing economic
and social consequences might considerably
increase the number of people at risk of pov-
erty. The UNEDIC forecast is that by the end of
2020, an additional 900,000 people will have
become partially or fully unemployed - and
that is only counting those entitled to some un-
employment benefits.#! Given that unemploy-
ment benefits are a form of compensation but
do not allow a person to maintain decent liv-
ing conditions in the medium to long term, this
represents a huge number of people potential-
ly pushed into poverty. In line with many other
voices from civil society and intermediate bod-
ies such as the Economic, Social and Environ-
mental Council, CEMEA calls for an extension
of social minima benefits to include people un-
der 25 years of age, as they were hit hardest
by both the 2008 and the Covid-19 crises, but
they still are a blind spot for the system of so-
cial protection.*? 4 Beyond the crises, CEMEA
regrets that the general approach to address-
ing poverty is to offer compensation with social
benefits, instead of tackling its root causes.

A number of social protection reforms have
been passed in recent years, often with the
explicit objective of aligning the systems and
making them more egalitarian combined with
an implicit objective of cutting spending. From
a social-protection point of view, the two big-
gest reforms, those of unemployment insur-
ance and pensions, have essentially harmo-
nized the systems downwards. However, both
processes have been either suspended or
postponed due to the Covid-19 crisis and fears
of new social unrest.

The unemployment insurance reform, which
was announced in June 2019 and entered into
force in November 2019, was partially sus-
pended. The first component foresaw new,
stricter rules of eligibility for unemployment
benefits, as well as a decline in benefits af-
ter six months of unemployment for monthly
gross wages above EUR 4,500. A few positive
innovations can be mentioned, such as the
extension of the benefit to the self-employed
and to employees who resign, under certain
conditions. The application of the new condi-
tions was suspended for jobseekers who lost
their job between 1 August and 31 December
2020. The second component of the reform,
the equally controversial introduction of a new
method of calculation of the unemployment al-
lowance, was postponed twice and will enter
into application on 1 April 2021 at the earliest.*
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The pension reform was designed to unify 42
different schemes into a single, points-based
system, in which one euro’s worth of contribu-
tion gives the same pension right to all, regard-
less of their profession and status. After nation-
wide protests, the bill was eventually adopted
by the Assemblée Nationale —the French lower
house - in March 2020. However, the legisla-
tive procedure, here too, was then suspended
until further notice.

Although the French health system provides
good overall access to high-quality care, chal-
lenges persist, such as strengthening health
prevention and reducing health inequalities.*
France’s medical density is slightly the below
EU average, with 3.4 practitioners for 1,000 in-
habitants,*¢ but the NSG points out that some
areas are particularly deprived of practitioners.
Those “medical deserts” are often located in
rural areas but also in some poor areas near
Paris or in overseas territories.*” Furthermore,
while only 1% of the population reported unmet
medical needs due to cost, distance or waiting
time in 2017, some low-income groups and
people with a migration background face issues
in accessing health care. The universal health
insurance does not comprehensively cover
certain types of specialized care, such as den-
tal, optical, hearing and mental-health care.*®
For these, people have to turn to complemen-
tary health insurance schemes (mutuelles),
provision of which is closely linked to employ-
ment conditions. In 2019, an investigation con-
ducted by the ombudsman revealed that 10%
of practitioners refused to take appointments

from people on universal basic health cover-
age (generally the most precarious), which
is illegal. Depending on regions and special-
isation, the figure sometimes rose to 30%.%°
Moreover, as stressed by the NSG, access is
especially difficult for migrants and refugees.
The main reasons for this are unsuitable infor-
mation on their rights to access healthcare and
heavy procedures, which lead people to delay
their recourse to healthcare or to not seek it at
all. There is often also a language barrier be-
tween users and health professionals. In addi-
tion, applicants for State Medical Aid (AME), a
scheme especially designed for undocument-
ed migrants, need to have stayed in France for
three uninterrupted months to be eligible.>® Ac-
cording to Doctors Without Borders, a signifi-
cant number of migrants and asylum seekers
do not have any form of health coverage even
after a year of residence in France.

For some groups of the population, access to
affordable housing has been made more diffi-
cultin the past few years. A law on new housing
that entered into force in 2019 is a particularly
compelling example. In an attempt to encour-
age construction by reducing its costs, the
legislation set a requirement for new collective
housing that 20% of units have to be accessi-
ble —that s, either on the ground floor or served
a by a lift. The remaining 80% would only need
to be “upgradeable” to make them accessi-
ble. This undermined an advance achieved in
2005: the principle of universal accessibility of
housing, with the objective that 100% of new
constructions be accessible to all.*
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More generally, the NSG reports that housing
expenses take up a growing share of house-
holds’ income. Most housing-related expenses
have increased continuously since the 1990s,
reaching an average of 26.6% of households’
total income in 2018.5® A positive long-term
trend is the progressive extension of housing
allowances to include more groups of tenants,
such as students.* Compared to other EU
countries, France is also doing well regarding
the overburden rate of housing costs: 5.5% of
the population live in a household where hous-
ing costs take up more than 40% of its reve-
nue (before social transfers).®® The progres-
sive elimination of the housing tax, detailed in
the “Fair Taxation” section of this monitor, was
also branded as a measure to increase the
purchasing power of low- and middle-income
households. Nevertheless, recent develop-
ments have led the NSG to describe France’s
current housing policy as “catastrophic”, es-
pecially towards the poorest segments of the
population, underlining the negative signals
sent out by the reductions in housing allowanc-
es in 2017.5¢ One good practice the NSG wish-
es to highlight is rent control, which has been
introduced in big cities such as Paris and Lille.

Although France has a series of laws setting
mandatory social-housing supply standards
for municipalities,” *® access to social housing
is restricted, as the demand keeps increas-
ing and the supply keeps shrinking. This par-
ticularly affects vulnerable units such as sin-
gle-parent households, which are more at risk
of poverty.
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GOOD PRACTICE
CITIZENS FOR A JUST TRANSITION

The Citizen’s Convention on Climate
was set up in 2019 by the Economic, So-
cial and Environmental Committee. The
convention selected 150 French citizens
randomly and gave them the mandate of
“defining together a series of measures
that will allow the achievement of a reduc-
tion of at least 40% in greenhouse gas
emissions by 2030 (compared to 1990)
in a spirit of social justice.” In June 2020,
they issued 149 proposals, of which the
government agreed to put 146 before
parliament or to a referendum. Three
were discarded at once by the president:
reducing the speed limit on highways
to 110 km/h from 130 km/h, taxing div-
idends and modifying the constitution’s
preamble. These rejections raise ques-
tions over how far the executive branch
is prepared to go and how radical it will
allow change to be. Three months later,
at the end of September, an additional
eight proposals found themselves en-
dangered by contradictory declarations
from officials.>® Only time will tell if this
process actually leads to the meaning-
ful civic involvement it was intended to,
or whether it will end up as an exercise
in smoke and mirrors. In the meantime,
the collective of 150 citizens who elabo-
rated the proposals are tracking the dis-
cussion, adoption and implementation of
each proposal on their website.®°
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Freedom of Association is sufficiently respect-
ed in France, according to the National Strat-
egy Group. The NSG points out there are sev-
eral options available for funding, such as the
Fonds de Développement de laVie Associative
(FDVA)®! — the funds for decentralized authori-
ties. Concerning CSOs’ capacity to effectively
carry out their activities, the NSG does have
some reservations. It points out the limited le-
gal resources of CSOs that are not recognised
as being of general interest. The CSOs mak-
ing up SOLIDAR’s NSG have also reported
increasing disinterest among the younger gen-
eration for associations in their traditional and
legal sense. Instead, they turn to more-flexible
and horizontal structures, such as collectives.
Younger activists also prefer activism organ-
ised around ad hoc struggles such as specific
projects or policies, for example, ZADs (zones
a défendre, or zones to defend). In parallel,
the NSG notes with regret the old age of as-
sociation leaders in France, without being able
to tell whether the lack of young people is the
reason the leaders are old, or whether the age
of the leaders is the cause of young people’s
lack of interest. CSOs’ credibility and capacity
for action is undoubtedly affected by the age
of their members and leaders. The legal frame-
work under which associations operate is also
constricted by the state’s approach to relations
with associations. The NSG reports with regret
that calls for projects and partnership agree-
ments create a relationship of “instrumental-
ization”: objectives are defined unilaterally by
the state and the CSOs then carry them out.
This arrangement accentuates the subsidiarity
of state action to the detriment of the indepen-
dence of associations.

iation v.fr/FDVA.html

In autumn 2020, several developments have
called into question the freedom of associ-
ations to exist as independent entities. The
Interior Minister declared his ministry would
send an administrative dissolution notification
to two associations with connections to Islam,
saying that they were linked to political radical
Islamism.®2 In November, the government pre-
sented a proposal for a bill “reinforcing the prin-
ciples of the republic”. This foresees that any
association that receives public funding must
commit to respecting the principles and values
of the republic; otherwise it will be required to
return the funding. Under certain conditions,
an association will also be held responsible for
actions of its members, a rule that opens the
door to all kinds of possible abuse.®

The NSG representatives point out that, while
freedom of peaceful assembly is general-
ly respected in France, vigilance is needed,
as there have been multiple instances of this
freedom being breached in recent years. In
2020, the coronavirus outbreak led to the state
of emergency, a special legal framework. On
22 March, the National Assembly adopted a
“State of Health Emergency” law, which gave
the prime minister the power to declare by de-
cree “general measures setting limits on the
freedom of movement, the freedom of enter-
prise and the freedom to congregate”.5* As a
result, the pandemic made a good excuse for
the state to restrict gatherings and demonstra-
tions. Several civil society organisations high-
lighted the obvious paradox of banning peace-
ful gatherings of more than 10 people, which
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the government did by decree on 11 May,%®
while allowing or even encouraging other activ-
ities, such as going to church, indoors and out-
doors entertainment, voting, and professional
gatherings. Consequently, the state banned
several demonstrations during the year, de-
spite the Council of State ruling in June against
the general ban on public gatherings, on the
grounds that their interdiction can be justified
by the sanitary situation only if the safety reg-
ulations cannot be observed.®® Several gilets
jaunes marches were thus banned on the
weekend of 11 to 13 September.®”

Another subject of concern regarding civ-
ic space is the increasing number of police
crackdowns on peaceful protesters. Just as in
2018 and 2019, there were numerous exces-
sive arrests in 2020, as well as unjustified use
of teargas and violence against protesters, in-
cluding healthcare workers,®® climate protest-
ers, feminists, gilets jaunes and pension-re-
form protesters. Journalists, too, have been
victims of police brutality. In several instances
in 2020, journalists were intimidated, brutal-
ized, impeded or arbitrarily detained during
or after the coverage of demonstrations. This
happened during a trade union march in Paris
in September, for example.® In light of this wor-
rying trend, Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
in June called on the Interior Minister™ to ask
for firm action to protect reporters from police
brutality in France.

The NSG notes that freedom of speech is, over-
all, well-protected in France. However, RSF
warns of a rising number of cases in which jour-
nalists are pressured to give divulge their sourc-
es, something that goes against the principle of
source confidentiality, which is enshrinedinlaw.”
In a number of instances, journalists investigat-
ing very sensitive topics have been summoned
by intelligence services.” The NSG reports that
journalists from Le Monde and Mediapart were
summoned as witnesses in a judicial case af-
ter their investigation of a state affair in 2019.7
Similarly, according to the NSG, freedom of the
press and freedom to inform in general are under
threat from the proposal for a new security law
that the government put to vote in the Assem-
blée Nationale in November 2020. This includes
the contentious Article no. 24, which would make
it a criminal offence to use images of the police
in a “malevolent” way. The diffusion of images of
the police containing their faces or any other ele-
ments of visible identification, with the goal of in-
fringing their physical or psychological integrity,
could lead to a prison sentence of up to one year
and a EUR 45,000 fine.” Thousands of people
all over France took the streets on 28 November
to denounce this bill and the restrictions it would
impose on fundamental freedoms.” The Euro-
pean Commission has also stepped into the de-
bate to advocate for journalists’ rights and their
need to work freely and safely.”
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The social partners finally engaged in social
dialogue on remote working in early Novem-
ber. The trade unions had been demanding
this since the spring, when 5 million employ-
ees turned to teleworking overnight,”” but the
employers confederation only agreed to open
negotiations at the end of September. The
unions’ goal is to reach a national interprofes-
sional agreement by the end of November to
ensure the protection of workers in times of
pandemic as well as normal times. On the oth-
er hand, employers are pushing for a non-bind-
ing agreement that would leave the concrete
terms of the organization of teleworking to be
agreed on by individual companies or compa-
nies.”® Reaching an agreement on teleworking
is the most pressing work issue of 2020, ac-
cording to the NSG.

Overall, the NSG reports that social and civil
dialogue is often incantatory. The public au-
thorities refer to it, but there remains a signif-
icant gap between their displays of good in-
tentions and follow-up actions, as dialogues
are often limited to consultation rather than

co-decision. In 2018, 2019 and the beginning
of 2020, several mass protests and general
strikes highlighted the discord between the
government’s actions and the will of some
of the population. The gilets jaunes protests
started with the goal of denouncing a specific
tax reform, but carried on well after the reform
was reversed, seemingly turning into a move-
ment of general opposition to the government.
Mass demonstrations against the pension
reform at the end of 2019 and the executive
branch’s attitude towards the reform also
seem to underline that the government takes
little account of the positions and proposals of
intermediate bodies. Despite the magnitude
of the strikes and protests, the opposition of
the main trade unions, and non-binding an-
nouncements by the prime minister that he
was willing to withdraw the pension reform
bill, the government forced the bill through at
the beginning of March 2020. To do so, it used
the controversial Article no. 49.3 of the con-
stitution, which is often called “antidemocrat-
ic”. It allows a bill to pass unilaterally without
consulting parliament. An ensuing vote of no
confidence was brought by opposition parties
but failed to achieve a majority.

77 Le Monde, AFP (2020) Une négociation sur le teletravall trés attendue par les syndlcats moins par le patronat https://www.
- -sur-le- avail | par-| a par-le- -

nat_6058093_3234. html
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The European Commission’s Country-Specific
Recommendations address first and foremost
the economic recovery from the Covid-19 cri-
sis and debt sustainability, while our National
Strategy Group has considered social rights
and the need for structural changes. However,
some of the latter elements also emerge in the
Commission’s recommendations. In line with
the NSG’s observations, the Commission iden-
tifies the need to reinforce the resilience of the
health system, notably by ensuring a balanced
distribution of health workers. With regards to
mitigating the employment and social impact of
the current crisis, the recommendations focus
on promoting skills and support for jobseekers,
which is also what our NSG recommends, in

particular for young people. Where the Com-
mission advises that investment be focussed
on the green and digital transitions, CEMEA,
La Ligue and their NSG partners instead em-
phasise the need for the transition to be just.
They put forward environmental, economic
and social policies that will leave no one be-
hind. The last recommendation from the Com-
mission is to simplify the tax system. However,
our report contends that, depending on the ori-
entation of the reforms, simplifying the system
could in fact steer it away from social-justice
goals. The Commission makes no comment on
how to ensure equal opportunities for people
from a migrant background, or on the preoccu-
pying rises in poverty and job precariousness.
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In general, Germany's domestic economic sit-
uation has led to a strong labour market, which
translates into a high rate of employment and a
low rate of unemployment. Nevertheless, eco-
nomic growth slowed in 2019, and the manufac-
turing sector was one of the worst-performing
in the country, which affected export growth.!
Germany's performance in the European Pil-
lar of Social Rights is moderately positive, as
reflected by the Social Scoreboard. Indeed,
the country performed above the EU average
in many areas, registering a high performance
in the majority of the Scoreboard’s macro indi-
cators. Its poorest performance was classified
as medium and concerned three macro indica-
tors: the impact of social transfers, early school
leavers and income inequality. However, these
last three are still above the EU average.? Early
leaving and income inequality were also prob-
lematic elements in this Social Rights Monitor.

Furthermore, the great disparities between na-
tive citizens and non-EU-born people in terms
of access to the labour market and education,
as well as general social conditions, are anoth-
er major issue for Germany. According to the
National Strategy Group, an inappropriate mi-
gration law contributes to the permanence of
social inequalities in Germany. Furthermore,
while poverty has been steadily decreasing
during recent years, income inequality is on the
rise. Gender equality is another dimension of
social justice that needs to be improved. De-
spite a good level of female employment and
a good position on the Gender Equality Index,
Germany presents one of the highest part-time
employment rates for women in the EU, and the
household division of domestic and care duties
is still uneven. The state of civic space is good
overall, but extremist and hostile demonstra-
tions represent a threat.

1 European Commission (2020) Country Report Germany 2020 https:

EX:52020SC0504&from=EN
2 European Commission (2020) Social Scoreboard h
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

In 2019, the German labour market confirmed
its strength. The unemployment rate stabilized
at 3.2%, and the employment rate increased
slightly, standing at 80.2%° in the last quarter
of 2019. Furthermore, the rising trend of wages
persisted. Nevertheless, some points for criti-
cism can be identified, including the following:
the reduction of the employment rate and wag-
es in the manufacturing sector; an increase
of bargaining power of employers that could
jeopardize the general growth of wages in the
future; and the difficulties encountered by ref-
ugees and asylum seekers in accessing the
labour market.°

The NSG is somewhat critical of the la-
bour-market legal framework. Between 2002
and 2005, a set of reforms in the labour market
was introduced. Despite their categorization,

3 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income:

dataset=ilc_di12

these reforms did not exclusively concern la-
bour law. On the contrary, they were mainly fo-
cused on reframing the social-security and ac-
tivation system for the unemployed and others
of working age who need support, in order to
find them work as the top priority. Although the
employment rate increased and the unemploy-
ment rate declined shortly after the introduc-
tion of these measures, their impact on those
indicators has been much more limited than is
often thought, according to a study of the Eu-
ropean Economic and Social Committee. More
specifically, even though the reforms have ac-
celerated the transition from unemployment,
they have in some cases failed to improve job
opportunities for the long-term unemployed, or
else contributed to a general deterioration in
job conditions. Besides, they have caused a re-
duction of labour turnover, making it harder for

4 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_

rt_a&lang=en

5 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: https://eige. .

6 Eurostat (2020). In-work at-risk-of-poverty-rate : https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tespm070/default/

table?lang=en
7 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/
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8 CIVIEUS (2020). Civic space monitor - Germany: https://monitor.civicus.org/country/germany/
9 Eurostat (2020) Employment and activity by sex and age - quarterly data https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/LFSI_
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people to improve their wages or working con-
ditions by changing employer.'" In line with this
analysis, the National Strategy Group stress-
es the persisting negative effects of the labour
market reforms on vulnerable groups and ex-
presses concern regarding their possible link
with old-age poverty.

German migration and asylum legislation has
recently been modified through the introduc-
tion of a set of amendments called the Migra-
tion Package, adopted in June 2019. The most
controversial among these modifications is the
Orderly Return Law (Geordnete-Ruckkehr-Ge-
setz) which toughens the rules on deporta-
tions. The new law allows the authority respon-
sible for the deportation to resort to detention
for a short period, though only for the purpose
of facilitating deportation. The reason for this
specific measure is claimed to be the risk of
someone absconding before deportation.
What is considered highly worrying by civil so-
ciety organisations (CSOs) working in the field
of migration is that until 2022 regular prisons
(instead of specialised institutions, which were
used before the introduction of this measure)
can be employed for pre-removal detention.
Although detainees will be held in separate
premises from regular inmates, this practice is
considered unacceptable by many NGOs.

An even more recent modification to the migra-
tion law, the Skilled Immigration Act,'® entered
into force on 1 March 2020 and concerns the
integration of skilled migrants into the labour
market. This law responds to a shortage of
skilled workers in the labour market that threat-
ens Germany’s economic growth.™ The new

measure makes it easier for qualified migrants
to enter and take residence in Germany and
extends the opportunity for skilled migrants
originating from non-EU countries to stay,
even while seeking employment or training.
However, the law does not target immigrants
whose asylum applications have already been
rejected, nor migrants who have been living
and working in Germany for years. This means
that skilled migrants who meet the qualifica-
tion and linguistic requirements, but who have
been living and working in the country, are not
eligible for a skilled worker’s visa. Instead, they
must first return to their home country to ap-
ply.** Although some modifications have been
introduced concerning the recognition of edu-
cational and professional qualifications — such
as the acceleration of recognition processes
— recognition is still far from being linear and
automatic. It is thus not surprising that in its
Country Report 2020, the European Commis-
sion states that 'immigration of skilled workers
from third countries demands more-efficient
and transparent administrative procedures, as
well as improved recognition of educational
and vocational qualifications'.’®

Low-skilled males, young people with a mi-
grant background and refugees are overrep-
resented among temporary-agency workers.
Furthermore, the gap in employment rates
between native-born people and those born
outside the EU remains one of the highest in
the Union: 16.3 percentage points in Germany
versus an EU average of 9.4 points. This sit-
uation disproportionately affects women, as
the employment gap for women born outside
the EU is twice as high as for non-EU-born
men. The big differences between natives and
non-natives apply also to the gender activity
gap, as the difference between the two groups'

11 European Economic and Social Committee (2014) The impact of the labour legislation reform in Germany htips:/www.eesc.

europa.eu/sites/default/files/resources/docs/qe-02-13-503-en-c.pdf
12 AIDA; ECRE (2019) Germany: A controversial law package passes the Parliament hitps:/www.asylumineurope.org/news/14-

-201 rmany-controversial-law- ki

-parliament-1

13 Recognition in Germany (2020) Skilled Immigration Act https://www.anerkennung-in-deutschland.de/html/en/pro/skilled-immi-

gration-act.php#

14 European Commission (2020) Country Report Germany 2020 https:
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15 Euractiv (2020) Germany's Skilled Immigration Act: Who will benefit? h
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gender activity gaps stands at 20.2 percentage
points, more than the double the EU average
of 9.4 percentage points. This shows greater
gender inequality in terms of the activity rate
among the non-native population. Although the
employment rate among refugees increased
to 42.9% in 2018, up from 37.3% in 2016,
barriers exist that still prevent this group from
participating in the labour market. The main
obstacles are a lack of German language and
professional skills, together with the complex-
ity of recognition procedures for qualifications
achieved in their home countries. ' Some ser-
vices in Germany are actively supporting im-
migrant access to the job market, such as the
Service for Youth-Migration (JMD), which helps
young people with an immigration background
aged between 12 and 27. It supports migrants
with their integration process through individu-
al support, professional advice, group and ed-
ucational courses and effective networking at
schools and training organisations.®

The National Strategy Group mentions the
persistence of racism in German society as a
worrying phenomenon that is not sufficiently
tackled. Moreover, it adds that right-wing popu-
list parties often take advantage of this climate,
pushing for anti-immigration policies. These
claims are corroborated by the European Com-
mission against Racism and Intolerance report
on Germany, which identifies the increasing
use of hate-speech for political propaganda.
The report identifies Islamophobia as the main
form of social hostility on religious grounds.®

17 Ibid.

Although public expenditure on education has
been increasing in recent years, Germany
does not spend as much as it used to on this.
The percentage of GDP directed to education
decreased from 4.3% in 2010 to 4.1% in 2017.
The percentage of total public expenditure on
education is 9.4%, slightly less than the EU av-
erage of 10.2%. Although the proficiency in ba-
sic skills did not change much over the same
period, according to the OECD's PISA scores
for Germany, socio-economic conditions have
a great influence on student performance. For
instance, 27.5% more 15-year-old students
from a low socio-economic background have
poor performance in reading than students
of the same age with a high socioeconomic
status. Underachievement rates are also far
higher for students born abroad. In this regard,
Germany is one of the EU countries with the
widest gaps, and the trend has been worsen-
ing since 2009. Educational performance also
varies considerably between regions.®® The
National Strategy Group is in favour of keep-
ing students on the same educational path as
much as possible, notwithstanding their school
performance, so as to reduce the impact of
educational achievement on students' educa-
tional and professional future. The NSG reck-
ons that the current school system imposes a
choice of educational path that will heavily af-
fect students' lives too early (between nine and
12 years of age).

18 Jungend Migrations Dienste (n.a.) https://www.jugendmigrationsdienste.de/en/

19 European Commission against Racisim and Intolerance (2019) ECRI Report on Germany h
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The percentage of early leavers in Germany for
2019 was in line with the EU average and slight-
ly below its Europe 2020 target.2! Neverthe-
less, as is many other cases, great differences
exist between native-born and foreign-born
early leavers. In 2017, the rate of foreign-born
early leavers from education and training was
almost three times that of native-born.22 The
National Strategy Group envisions the intro-
duction of counselling in the school system as
a possible way to mitigate the phenomenon of
early leavers. This type of support would en-
able students to identify appropriate and sus-
tainable education paths. The NSG considers

In-work poverty is one of the downsides of the
German 'employment miracle'. Between 2012
and 2017 the rate of people who are in work but
at risk of poverty increased from 7.7% t0 9.0%,
peaking at 9.9% in 2014.In 2019, the rate was
7.9%.The European Social Policy Network no-
tices that since 2014 the trend seems to have
been reversed as a consequence of the intro-
duction of a statutory minimum wage. In gen-
eral, the demographic groups that are more
at risk of in-work poverty are women (10%, or
2 percentage points higher than the rate for

24 ESPN (2019) In-work poverty Germany file:
nal.pdf

the participation of parents in this process
fundamental.

Youth unemployment is not a significant issue
in the German labour market. The unemploy-
ment rate of people aged 15 to 29 in 2019
was 4.3%, less than half of the EU-28 aver-
age (10.7%) and almost one-third of the eu-
ro-area average (12.5%).2> However, there is
still inequality between native and non-native
youths. Also, the National Strategy Group un-
derlines the persistent phenomenon of internal
migration, as youths leave rural areas to work
or study in urban areas.

men), youths aged 18 to 26 (12.6%), people
born outside the EU (18.6%) and people with a
low level of educational attainment (21.7%).2*
In terms of precarious employment, Germany
registered the lowest rate in the EU in 2019,
along with Romania.?®

Income inequality has been rising. In 2018, the
income share of the bottom 60% of earners
fell by 2.5 percentage points from the previ-
ous year, while the share of the top 20% rose
by 3.7%. Similarly, wealth inequalities con-
tinue to be high: in 2017, the richest 10% of
households possessed around 55% of total
net wealth.?¢

25 Eurostat (2020) Precarious employment by sex, age and NACE Rev. 2 activity https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/
LFSA_QOE_4AX1R2__custom_1 fault/table?lang=en

26 European Commission (2020) Country Report Germany 2020 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CEL -
EX:5202 4&from=EN

21 Eurostat (2020) Early leavers from education and training https: . rostat/statistics-explain x.php/Ear-
ly_leavers_from_education_and_training

22 European Commission (2018) Education and Training Monitor 2018 Germany https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/

fil ment-library- t-monitor-report-2018-
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23 Eurostat (2010) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.
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Germany scored 67.5 points out of 100 on
the Gender Equality Index for 2020, placing
12th in the general ranking. In recent years,
Germany has improved its score, progress-
ing faster than the rest of the EU. In 2020, the
EU's Gender Equality Index was 67.9, slightly
above Germany’s.?” Still, gender inequalities
are present in Germany’s society and econ-
omy. The female employment rate is one of
the highest in the EU, but the gender gap in
part-time employment is considerable. There
is also a high gender pay gap, due to both the
difference in hours worked and sectoral segre-
gation.2® However, the share of women work-
ing full time slightly increased between 2010
and 2020. In terms of educational and training
segregation, women are overrepresented in
the educational, health and welfare domains.
Big inequalities also persist in the economic

27 EIGE (2020) Gender Equality Index 2020: Germany https:

situations of men and women: female single
parents are 18 percentage points more at risk
of poverty than male single parents.2®

Based on 2016 and 2015 data, women spend
much more time than men carrying out care
or domestic duties. Therefore, they have less
time to invest in professional, personal and
educational development.®® The National
Strategy Group flags this dimension of gen-
der inequality as the most problematic one in
Germany and the one with the biggest impact.
Flexible working times have been discussed
at sectoral and company level, and some
changes have been introduced - such as the
provision of leave for training or care purpos-
es.® But the NSG fears that these measures
will not benefit women and their fairer integra-
tion in the labour market, as the uneven gen-
der division of roles in households is still very
present.

28 European Commission (2020) Country Report Germany 2020 https //eur lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CEL-
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The National Strategy Group considers liv-
ing conditions in Germany to be satisfactory
overall. However, it flags high housing prices
as a major issue. According to the European
Commission’s 2020 Country Report, people
in Germany use a higher proportion of their in-
come to cover rent than the average for the
euro area. House price inflation was 10% in
2019, increasing the difficulties for low- and
middle-income households to afford adequate
housing. This situation is particularly problem-
atic considering that the ratio of homeowner-
ship in Germany is low. In metropolitan areas,
housing investment is still far from responding
to housing demand, which has been increas-
ing partly as a consequence of net migration
to metropolitan areas. The issue is particularly
problematic in the case of social housing, as
the supply was only one-third of the demand
in 2017.%2 The NSG laments the lack of coor-
dination at local and regional levels, which is
also confirmed by the European Commission’s
Country Report for 2020.

In 2019, 17.4% of people in Germany were at
risk of poverty and social exclusion (AROPE),
a rate considerably lower than both the EU
(21.4%) and the euro-area (21.1%). The rate
has been declining in recent years, as con-
firmed by 2019 data.®® Germany is so far mak-
ing progress on the path towards the UN SDG
1 (“end poverty in all its forms everywhere”).

Nevertheless, the children most vulnerable to
poverty are those in single-parent households,
in families with three or more children, or whose
parents have low educational attainment or a
migrant background. The Strong Family Law
was adopted in July 2019 to improve the so-
cial protection of children by easing access
to child-related benefits, the supplementary
child benefit (Kinderzuschlag) and benefits
for education and participation (Leistungen fur
Bildung und Teilhabe). All these benefits were
expanded under the same law. The coming
months will indicate whether these new mea-
sures have had the desired effect of reaching
more children and families.?* In this respect, the
NSG welcomes the recent policy changes but
stresses the importance of improving social
protection and benefits for the most vulnerable
groups. Moreover, it encourages the strength-
ening of life-long learning and upskilling oppor-
tunities as a way to tackle poverty in general,
especially considering the fast digitization of
the labour market.

The coexistence of public and private health-
care services leads to inequalities in the quali-
ty of care received by different income groups.
The high-income population benefits from
higher-quality treatment and shorter waiting
times than the low-income groups, the Nation-
al Strategy Group Reports. This is corroborat-
ed by statistics on self-reported health and on
mortality and life expectancy, both of which
show strong economic links. However, the
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overall rate of unmet medical needs in Germa-
ny (0.2%) was much lower than the EU aver-
age (1.8%) in 2018.%

In terms of workforce, German healthcare is
affected by a shortage of nursing profession-
als, which could have a negative long-term
impact on the quality of care. To improve
the situation, the government has released
funds to hire 13,000 additional nurses from

The National Strategy Group for Germany pos-
itively evaluates civic space in the country in
all dimensions: freedom of association, free-
dom of assembly and freedom of speech. The
CIVICUS monitor of civic space confirms this
evaluation, assessing German civic space as
open.*® In freedom of speech, Germany oc-
cupies 11th position out of 180 in the World
Press Freedom Index for 2020. Its placement
in the ranking improved by two positions from
2019 as a consequence of an improvement
in its score. Journalists work in a secure en-
vironment thanks to an independent judiciary
and solid constitutional guarantees. However,
some aspects can be criticised, such as ex-
tremist and hostile demonstrations — mainly by
far-right groups, but not solely —that sometimes
threaten journalists. Government officials’ and
lawmakers' proposals to enforce far-reaching
security, data-retention and surveillance laws
present a potential risk of infringing rights such
as digital privacy and anonymity. Other weak-
nesses in the country's civic space are a lack
of access to information and the erosion of me-
dia pluralism.¥”

2019 and is promoting recruitment from non-
EU countries. In 2019, the NSG made the
criticism that the reduced number of staff
in hospitals had led to dangerous working
conditions in the healthcare sector, espe-
cially during the Covid-19 pandemic. Anoth-
er deeply problematic aspect of the German
health system underlined by the National
Strategy Group is that undocumented mi-
grants do not have access to medical care.

GOOD PRACTICE
DEMOKRATIE LEBEN

Demokratie Leben (Living Democracy)3®
is a federal programme launched by the
Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior
Citizens, Women and Youth and imple-
mented in 2015. It aims to strengthen de-
mocracy, shape diversity and prevent ex-
tremism in Germany. To this end, it funds
innovative initiatives that are in line with
the programme's objectives at the local
level and gathers knowledge and exper-
tise from pilot projects for future learn-
ing in this field. Demokratie Leben also
builds competence and expertise in the-
matic areas through specialists' events
and similar activities.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Coun-
try-Specific Recommendations® for Germa-
ny include some of the elements in this So-
cial Rights Monitor. In line with the National
Strategy Group, the Commission identifies
the need to increase investment in housing
and education in order to achieve upskilling
and training in the face of the digitization of
the labour market. The need for a more resil-
ient health system and more nursing staff is
also mentioned. On the other hand, the rec-
ommendations do not go far enough on the
social dimension of the European Semester,
as the document focuses on economic recov-
ery, financial sustainability and technological

development in several sectors. In fact, the
recommendations do not address some of
the issues linked to the European Pillar of
Social Rights: they do not include indica-
tions concerning more consistent socio-eco-
nomic inclusion of people from a migration
background or the significant gender gap in
part-time employment that affects Germany's
labour market. On a positive note, space is
given to the transition to a green economy,
and suggestions are elaborated for how to
improve Germany's policies in this field. For
instance, investments in sustainable trans-
port infrastructure are encouraged, as is the
strengthening of energy networks.
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The Covid-19 crisis has pushed back the ef-
forts made in Greece, which had been hard-hit
by the financial crisis of 2008. The unemploy-
ment rate is above 16%; income inequality is
the highest in the European Union at a quin-
tile share ratio of 5.1; and there are persistent
gender and regional disparities. Moreover,
the pressure to maintain the welfare system
continues to overburden low-income house-
holds and other vulnerable groups, following
recent tax cuts and the phasing out of the
solidarity levy. These vulnerable groups must
confront an increase in housing costs, high
rates of out-of-pocket expenditure for health-
care and the diminishing effectiveness of so-
cial transfers, which currently reduce the risk
of poverty by 30%. There are also reports of
high rates of undeclared work and low wages,
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and SOLDIAR’s National Strategy Group in
Greece considers precariousness as a main
reason driving an increase in frustration and
a high emigration rate. Furthermore, the edu-
cation and healthcare systems have both ex-
perienced budgetary cuts and present severe
labour shortages. These were highlighted in
the European Commission’s country-specific
recommendations, which the NSG finds con-
cerning especially during the pandemic and
the switch to e-learning. In terms of inclusion of
migrants, there are some inconsistencies re-
ported by the NSG between the positive mea-
sures of the National Development Plans and
the government restrictions on NGO work to
support migrants and asylum seekers. These
inconsistencies further hinder their access to
essential services.

EU-28 2019
31.0 30.1
17.3% 6.3%
52.2 (2020) 67.9 (2020)
10.1% 9.2%
28.7% 15.6%
NARROWED | N/A

Selected indicators on the state of social rights
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In the context of stable annual economic
growth of 2% since 2017,” Greece is still recov-
ering from the 2012 economic crisis. Some im-
provements have been seen in the reduction of
income inequality since 2014 and of long-term
unemployment,® ® which is slowly reaching the
European Union average. Yet Greece still has
the highest unemployment in the Union, at
16.6% in 2019.'° The rate is higher for some
groups: the unemployment rate for women was
20.2%'" at the end of 2019; that for youth was
32.6%;" and that for migrants was 28.6%.'®
Greece’s income inequality, too, is higher than
the EU average, with a 5.1 quintile share ratio
of the income of the top 20% of earners to that
of the bottom 20%. '

Despite a rising tax-to-GDP ratio since the cri-
sis, which reached 38.9% in 2019, the high-
er tax revenue is not financing a wider social
safety net. Both the European Commission
and the National Strategy Group (NSG), led by
the Association for the Social Support of Youth

7 European Commission (2020) Country Report Greece 2020 htt
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(ARSIS), agree that the system is overburden-
ing low-income households and households
with children.' This is because a significant
share of tax revenue continues to come from
indirect taxation on consumption and employ-
ee-paid taxation on labour.’® The reforms in-
troduced in January 2020 increased personal
disposable income by reducing income tax
from 15% to 10%."” But a reduction of corpora-
tion tax to 24%,'® a 5% reduction of employers’
insurance contributions over four years and the
slow phasing out the solidarity levy'® are, in the
eyes of the NSG, constraining the capacity of
the welfare and pension systems. These reduc-
tions follow years of decline in social protec-
tion expenditure as a share of GDP, from 21%
in 2012 to 19% in 2018.2° As a result, Greece
ranks the lowest of the EU member states on
the Global Social Mobility Index 2020,%" at
48th, cementing persistent inequalities.

Within this context of inequality, improving
gender disparities is not on the current Greek
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government’s agenda, despite Greece stand-
ing last in the European Gender Equality In-
dex.?2 The gender employment gap is still 20%,
and no update has been provided on the gen-
der pay gap since 2014, when it was 12.5%.%
Nevertheless, the NSG reports that gender
equality is receiving increased attention. Exist-
ing policies include respect of the right to pa-
rental leave in the employment law, the EUR
30.8 million Women Entrepreneurship Pro-
gramme,* and 211 municipalities adopting the
European Charter for Equality.?® The 2019 law
on the Promotion of substantive gender equal-
ity, prevention and fight against gender-based
violence introduces certain advances in the
fight against discrimination, despite still falling
short of EU acquis.?®®

During the Covid-19 pandemic, Greece re-
sponded rapidly, deploying unprecedented
measures. Yet the Commission forecasts a
significant economic impact, with a temporary
rise in unemployment to 19.9% that threatens
recent improvements.?” The Greek govern-
ment has mobilised EUR 5.9 billion as part of
its immediate fiscal response to reduce the
socio-economic impact.?® Most of these efforts
have been directed towards supporting recent-
ly-suspended employees, covering social se-
curity contributions, extending unemployment
benefits and supporting public servants who
work in healthcare.

Greece continues to be the main recipient of
refugees and migrants arriving in Europe from
the Mediterranean. With 122,000 refugees set-
tling in the country since 2015-2016, non-EU
migrants now make up 8.7% of the popula-
tion.*® The educational and equal-opportuni-
ties aims in the social development axis of the
National Development Plans for 2021-2025%
prove that the government has recognised
this demographic change. These goals have
been made more concrete by the short- and
long-term social and economic inclusion mea-
sures in the National Integration Plan launched
in July 2019.%2 Reflecting on these develop-
ments, the NSG stresses how this is a step to-
wards recognising the importance of migrants
and refugees for Greece.

Integration efforts carried out by the Greek au-
thorities revolve around counselling, psycho-
logical support and improving access to the la-
bour market. The NSG indicates that the latter
is of special importance to the Greek govern-
ment, as public action towards such integration
is motivated by an understanding of employ-
ment as an essential guarantee of integration
and self-reliance. These policies and initiatives
depend on the EUR 328.3 million allocated
to Greece for 2014-2020 by the EU’s Asylum,
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Migration, and Integration Fund (AMIF).® They
are implemented with the collaboration of re-
gional and municipal authorities, NGOs, civil
society organisations and international institu-
tions such as UNHCR and the IOM.

GOOD PRACTICE
REFU-AID

The project Refu-aid®*, carried out by
Perichoresis, provides financial support
within a period of five years for housing
and vocational training for refugees away
from the precariousness of the migration
camps. Starting from a notion that inte-
gration requires more than three years of
work, the project slowly allows refugees
to become self-sufficient and participate
in Greek society, whilst supporting the
local Greek communities to contribute to
this process.

Despite its positive remarks about the impact of
these initiatives, the NSG signals a need to fo-
cus more on improving access to basic needs
and accommodation. The main weakness of
the Greek integration plans is their overreli-
ance on employment for success, given the
country’s already weak labour market. More
initiatives are needed to stimulate a welcoming
societal context and change local attitudes to
migration and asylum seekers, as such efforts
can increase migrants’ and asylum seekers’
social and economic participation.®

Nevertheless, recent adjacent policy develop-
ments reported by the NSG seem to be at odds
with these integration plans. From 2019, the
Ministry of Labour has only issued temporary
insurance numbers for this vulnerable group,®
hindering their access to essential social ben-
efits and their insertion into the labour market.
In 2020, the Expert Council on NGO Law and
the European Commission, amongst other
international bodies, criticised the Ministry of
Migration Policy’s introduction of unnecessary
registration procedures based on vague crite-
ria and costly procedures for NGOs to receive
mandatory accreditation. These international
bodies said these changes would reduce the
provision of essential services for refugees and
asylum seekers.®” Furthermore, the conserva-
tive New Democracy government has reduced
the reception period from 6 months to 30 days,
after which refugees and asylum seekers are
obliged to transition from reception facilities to
independent living. As they do not have access
to the welfare system or income of their own,
according to UNHCR, this decision will lead
them into homelessness and poverty.®

The public education system in Greece con-
tinues to present several structural deficien-
cies. In the context of a sustained decrease in
education expenditure, from 4.5% of GDP in
2013 to 3.9 in 2018,% both the NSG and the
European Commission are concerned about
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the lack of staff. The recruitment of perma-
nent teachers in the public system was frozen
in 2008,% leading to a reliance on substitute
teachers. They must cover several subjects
simultaneously in certain rural areas without
sufficient teaching staff,*' and this has been
identified as one of the main causes of the
decreasing quality of education. Furthermore,
the constant policy changes, especially in the
examination system,*? are still not addressing
a lack of focus on digital education or the skills
mismatch.*®

As a result, students are reporting increas-
ing difficulties in focusing and a low level of
satisfaction with the system,* as reported
by the NSG, and they also face a more diffi-
cult transition from education to work. Recent
graduates who have completed secondary
education are reported to be employed at a
rate of 57.7%, while for those transitioning
out of higher education the rate is 48.7%%,
compared to the average employment rate
of 61.2%.¢ Furthermore, almost one in five
15-year-old early school dropouts continues
to have reading difficulties and rarely manag-
es to improve.

Nevertheless, the early dropout rate in Greece
is much lower than the EU average, as reported

by the NSG. The Greek figure has been im-
proving since 2008 and currently stands at
4.1%.4 The dropout patterns closely resemble
those in the rest of the EU: they usually occur
in secondary school and affect male students
more often. Nevertheless, the reporting done
through the framework of the National Policy
Plan for the Reduction of School Dropouts in
Greece 2014-2020% provides data showing
that this improvement is not uniform across
Greece. Rural areas account for four out of 10
early dropouts, and they present higher drop-
out rates than urban areas, except for Athens
and the Attica prefecture.*® Progress in ad-
dressing this problem is still limited.*®

The NSG reports inconsistencies between the
legal framework that upholds standard labour
rights and recurrent negligent labour prac-
tices due to a lack of legal enforcement and
insufficient oversight capacity. Following an
increase in auditing staff since 2018 and a na-
tionwide inspection conducted by the Ministry
of Labour in 2019,%' one in four employees was
found to be uninsured or working more hours
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that reported by employers.5? Despite the high
fines for such actions, one in four employees
performs undeclared work, mostly in the ca-
tering sector.®® Another issue the NSG is wor-
ried about is the extent of precariousness. The
trend towards flexibilization and the overrepre-
sentation of part-time employment, especially
amongst young people, are seen as linked to
the deconstruction of the labour market and
an increase in attempts to circumvent regula-
tions.®* Among workers with temporary con-
tracts, the main reason to continue for over
60% is the lack of access to a more secure

employment contract.®® This is a significant
concern, given that part-time workers face a
higher rate of being at risk of poverty or social
exclusion (AROPE) than workers on perma-
nent contracts in Greece.*®

The combination of these employment trends,
high levels of youth unemployment and an in-
crease in feelings of frustration amongst young
people®” explains the extend of the brain drain,
as reported by the NSG. Since 2010, 530,000
young Greeks have sought employment op-
portunities abroad.*®
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High tax rates, high unemployment, precari-
ousness and low salaries are taking a toll on
living conditions, according to the NSG. Even
after a slight decrease since 2015, Greece’s
2019 AROPE rate was 30%, only surpassed in
the EU by Bulgaria and Romania.*®

Yet some improvements have been effective
and are starting to show in the capacity of the
welfare system to address poverty, the NSG
indicates. Social transfers lowered the AROPE
rate to 17.9% in 2019, compared to 23.1% in
2012, at the height of the economic crisis.®
With the support of EUR 4 billion from the EU
Structural Funds allocated to Greece for 2014-
2020,%" the Greek government is continuing
its existing poverty prevention policies, main-
ly through the prevision of shelter and per-
sonalised job counselling.t? Nevertheless, the
NSG also points out that the poverty thresh-
old has been lowered, leaving out some who
would previously have been considered at risk.

Access to affordable housing is a signifi-
cant concern, as house prices and rent have
increased, more prominently so in the ur-
ban areas, according to the NSG. In Athens,
house prices have gone up by 4.2% in 2018
and rent by 17%.5 Monthly rents in the Greek

capital average between EUR 600 and EUR
800 (while an average salary is EUR 1,000
per month), similar to the levels before the fi-
nancial crisis, because of an increase in prop-
erties being dedicated to short-term rental
through the Airbnb platform.®* As a result, 40%
of households in Greece are dedicating more
than 40% of their income to housing costs.%
Access to housing is more troubling for low-in-
come households and vulnerable groups such
as migrants, refugees, and Roma, many of
whom are already living in inadequate condi-
tions,® the NSG reports. Greece still does not
have a public housing scheme that provides
permanent solutions,®” though it is currently
developing a strategy to prevent and combat
homelessness and housing exclusion.®®

With the re-introduction in 2016 of a free
and accessible healthcare system,%® Greece
marked a shift from health expenditure cuts
that had resulted from austerity measures,
the NSG signals. The NSG especially wel-
comes the launch of Local Heath Teams to
improve access to such public services, which
have been key in providing support during the
Covid-19 pandemic. Yet the NSG is cautious
about these improvements, as it reports that
the public health system is not fit to cover the
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needs of the population. Despite registering im-
provements in the overall health of the popula-
tion,”® Greece still has one of the highest rates
of self-reported unmet needs for medical care,
at 8.1%.”" Given that 36% of the total health-
care system is funded by out-of-pocket expen-
diture, largely via co-payments,” a rate which
has been rising since 2016,” the NGS reports
a general reluctance among the population to
access primary health services and concerns
over equal access. The 2019 reforms introduce
a favourable settlement of 2013-2019 debts, a
faster recruitment of health staff and improve-
ments in the monthly compensation of family
doctors,”™ but they do not tackle the structural
deficiencies mentioned above. In addition, the
NSG reports that refugees and asylum seek-
ers still face language and administrative ob-
stacles, especially related to temporary social
security numbers. These problems are yet to
be addressed, despite their typically poor state
of health due to their journeys to Greece and

time spent in refugee camps. Given this situa-
tion and the additional pressure brought by the
Covid-19 pandemic, the government intends
to draw up a plan for a new national health sys-
tem in the wake of the pandemic.”

To transition towards a green economy, Greece
presented the National Energy and Climate
Plan in December 2019, having received
strategic support from the European Commis-
sion.”” Amongst other goals, the NSG specifi-
cally reports on lignite-extraction regions such
as Western Macedonia: targeted actions would
reduce its dependency, finance the develop-
ment of cleaner forms of energy and improve
living conditions in urban areas.”® Through
open public consultations, the government
intends to introduce plans to prevent energy
poverty, strengthen the circular economy and
develop green-employment and re-skilling pro-
grammes. These will need to use the Just Tran-
sition Fund.”™
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Civic space in Greece has narrowed, accord-
ing to the CIVICUS Monitor.2® The National
Strategy Group reports that this is because of
developments concerning the freedom of as-
sociation and assembly.

The New Democracy government introduced
additional registration procedures for NGOs
providing support for asylum seekers and mi-
grants, and it limited activity in the field to only
those that have been approved. Not only are
these organisations asked to register, but in-
formation about members, employees and
associates must be provided as part of the
procedure.?! Given the ongoing New Democ-
racy government’s negative feeling towards
asylum-support NGOs, the Expert Council on
NGO Law and other organisations have con-
demned the new administrative procedure.
They say that it worsens the humanitarian cri-
sis and limits the freedom of association, dis-
proportionately affecting smaller NGOs that do
not have adequate financial capability.®

Furthermore, the NSG records that a contro-
versial law approved in July 2020 restricting
public outdoor assemblies is several questions
regarding the freedom of peaceful assembly.®
Despite the Ministry of Citizen Protection jus-
tifying the bill as a mean to safeguard public

health, Amnesty International has expressed
concerns over the notification requirements,
the methods to disperse peaceful assembly,
and provisions that hold organisers liable for
the actions of individual protestors.®* The NSG
reported opposition, including a petition to
stop the rules applying to unions and opposi-
tion parties, given concerns over how the new
measures will affect free public debate.® 8¢

Other factors limiting free speech, according
to the NSG, include Increasing attacks on jour-
nalists covering the situation in refugee camps,
and a lack of clarity in the distribution between
media of funds to pay for public information
advertisements.®”

Despite civil society organisations (CSOs)
being actively involved in social dialogue
in Greece, the NSG is concerned that their
voices are rarely heard. These concerns re-
sult from their exclusion from the design of
new laws and from reviews of implementa-
tion: CSOs’ opinions are only sought after a
plan has been settled. The NSG requests that
CSOs be included in the design of proposals
for regulations, policies and programmes on
an equal footing to international organisations
such as UNCHR and IOM (International Orga-
nization for Migration).
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The 2020 country-specific recommendations
for Greece mostly concern measures to com-
bat the economic impact of Covid-19, but they
also include measures to tackle persistent
issues. Given the potential for further growth
in already-existing disparities — both internal
and between Greece and other EU member
states — the European Commission welcomes
the strengthening of the social safety net and
the healthcare system, along with further mea-
sures targeting the most vulnerable.

A significant focus of the recommendations
is better access to social protection for the
most vulnerable people, which would address
the concerns raised by the National Strategy
Group. While approving of the increase in the
healthcare budget and staff, the Commission
insists that access barriers be addressed to
avoid an increase in the risk of unmet medical
needs, especially during a pandemic. It calls
on Greece to reassess direct and informal pay-
ment and co-payment methods and to devel-
op targeted healthcare measures for migrants,
asylum seekers and low-income households.
These concerns are in line with those of the
NSG. The Commission also points out the
need for additional measures to improve ac-
cess to employment for young people and
women, particularly through skills development
and training programmes. Other recommen-
dations, such as to improve access to afford-
able housing, are seen by the NSG as the best
way to address in-work and energy poverty.

To address these accessibility concerns, the
Commission recommends both introducing a
minimum-income scheme and encouraging
the participation of CSOs in the design and im-
plementation of targeted measures. This cor-
responds to the NSG’s requests to reduce the
AROPE rate and improve social dialogue.

For the first time since 2014, the recommen-
dations for Greece include employment pro-
tection measures. While the Commission
indicates that more support is need for tele-
working and flexible working conditions, it also
recommends tackling undeclared work. This
could be a start towards ensuring quality em-
ployment and supporting better enforcement
of labour standards, in line with the reporting
of the NSG.

Yet there are divergences between the Com-
mission recommendations and the NSG re-
port. First, the Commission suggests limiting
work hours to preserve employment, while the
NSG highlights the links between part-time
contracts and deteriorations in living conditions
and in social mobility. Second, the NSG thinks
that approval of tax deferrals could further
weaken the welfare state in the long run and
increase pressure on the most vulnerable, as
it might lead to a decline in social expenditure.
Lastly, the Commission’s recommendations
address neither gender-equality issues such
as the gender pay and employment gaps, nor
how to improve standard working conditions.
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SOLIDAR’s National Strategy Group (NSG)
in Hungary has reported deteriorations in
both working and living conditions, which are
resulting in a rise in poverty and inequalities.
Recent amendments to the labour code are
weakening collective bargaining and social-di-
alogue structures. Amidst labour authorities’
decreasing administrative capacity, a reduc-
tion in employers’ contributions to social se-
curity from 27% to 17.5% and the outbreak
of Covid-19, the NSG indicated that workers
have become more vulnerable to labour mal-
practices and that their access to welfare has
been reduced. Access to the labour market
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is uneven; social-protection expenditure has
been reduced; and essential services face
significant labour shortages. As a result, the
NSG is concerned that access to welfare will
become two-tiered, further limiting the quality
of support provided to the most vulnerable. As
aresult, reductions in poverty and social exclu-
sion have stalled, leaving 25% of households
in Hungary below decent living standards.
Furthermore, the obstruction of civic space is
calling into question the freedoms of associ-
ation, peaceful assembly and speech, and is
favouring organisations with pro-government
stances.
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Before the Covid-19 outbreak, Hungary’s
economy was predicted to continue its annu-
al 4% GDP growth.” Yet, ever since the intro-
duction of the flat labour income tax of 15%
in 2016,8 the country has seen the European
Union’s sharpest decrease in tax-to-GDP ratio,
which is currently 37.6%.° The National Strat-
egy Group (NSG), led by Progressive Hunga-
ry Foundation, has reported that this has had
a negative impact on available expenditure,
especially for social protection, which is cur-
rently 28.8% of the total budget.'® Within this
context, employers’ contributions to social se-
curity have been further reduced, from 27% to
17.5% in 2019, shifting the burden of contri-
bution onto employees. Given that the share
of indirect taxes, especially on consumption,
is already above the EU average, at 49.4% of
total tax revenue,'? taxation dynamics contin-
ue to put pressure on low-income earners. The
tax cuts planned for 2020 will further limit the
possibility for social mobility, as shown by the
NSG.

No particular measures tackling income in-
equality in Hungary were introduced in the
year preceding the pandemic. Even though the
income quintile share ratio has plateaued at
4.3," the rate has remained below the EU-27°
and OECD average'® since 2016. The Gini in-
dex currently stands at 30.6,'” which the NSG
considers an improvement. Nevertheless, the
NSG still raises concerns about the fact that
the wealthiest 10% still own nearly 50% of the
wealth in Hungary,'® while the poorest 50% col-
lectively own 8.9%.1°

At the start of 2020, the employment rate
in Hungary stood above the EU average at
75.3%,%° and unemployment remained at its
lowest since 2010, at 3.4%.2" Nevertheless,
participation in the labour market has not been
equal, and social and regional inequalities per-
sist. The Roma community, people with disabil-
ities and women with care responsibilities have
higher-than-average unemployment rates,?
and the controversial Public Works Scheme,
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the main employment programme, has failed
to tackle this.2® Only Western Transdanubia,
Central Transdanubia and Central Hungary
have unemployment rates under the national
average, and Northern Great Plain and South-
ern Transdanubia have rates above 5%.2* Fur-
thermore, the current employment rates do not
consider the shrinking workforce or the rising
labour shortages in 2019, especially in the ed-
ucation, health and services sectors.?

Progress towards gender equality remains
slow, and persistent gaps are reported by the
NSG. Hungary currently ranks second-to-last
in the EU in the Gender Equality Index, with a
low performance in ensuring equal access to
political, economic and social power and in
work-life balance.?® After the loss of specific
constitutional provisions in the 2011 constitu-
tion, the NSG is particularly concerned about
the lack of targeted measures to bridge the
growing gender pay gap, currently 11.2%,*
and about the lack of political willingness of
Prime Minister Orban himself to address this
inequality.?® According to the NSG, political ac-
tion is directed at encouraging women to have
more children and strengthening family units.
This has been pursued via tax benefits and
housing support such as loans. Nevertheless,
positive developments have been seen in la-
bour-market inclusion through improvements
in access to early childhood education, by in-
creasing the number of available nursery plac-
es from 48,000 to 70,000.° The extension of

23 ETUI (2020) Hungary: shrinking Public Work Scheme after reform htt
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paternity leave to five days, with the option to
extend it to two months,* along with reinforce-
ment of grandparent care benefits,®' are seen
by the NSG as measures contributing to the
abovementioned goal.

As a result of a negative feelings in society and
opposition from the Fidesz government, the
NSG notes the cessation of all funding oppor-
tunities and programme initiatives intended to
increase the inclusion of migrants and asylum
seekers. The Hungarian government abolished
integration contracts in 2016 and since 2018
has introduced constitutional amendments al-
lowing it to refuse to offer international protec-
tion to people entering via a transit country con-
sidered safe.® Despite regulatory provisions
ensuring equal treatment, the NSG reports that
asylum seekers and migrants continue to face
significant challenges in accessing essential
services such as health and employment.

Educational attainment in Hungary is leading
to higher employment rates, as reported by the
NSG. The latest OECD report, Education at a
Glance,* shows that people aged 25 to 64 with
at least a secondary education have an em-
ployment rate of 84%. Even if there is no real
difference in this regard between those without
tertiary education and those with a bachelor’s
degree, a doctoral-level education elevates
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employment prospects: doctorate holders
have an employment rate of 96% in Hungary,
above the OECD average of 92%.3*

Nevertheless, the labour market's demand for
high-skilled workers clashes with the low level
of enrolment in tertiary education. The share of
tertiary education attainment amongst people
aged 30 to 34 is 33.4%, lower than the OECD
and EU averages.® Gender disparities can be
seen too: 83% of women graduates aged 34 to
44 were employed, 15 percentage points be-
low the rate for their male counterparts.® This
is despite 37% of women aged between 25
and 34 completing university studies, in com-
parison to only 25% of men.%”

The NSG also reports low performance in vo-
cational training, with only 20% of first-time
graduates opting for this secondary-level ed-
ucation option, below the EU and OEDC av-
erages.® This might be due to the lower em-
ployment rate of young vocational-training
graduates — 23 percentage points below that
of people who have graduated from general
secondary education. The new government’s
Vocational Education and Training 4.0 strategy
is expected to tackle this issue.

Improvement in early-years education partici-
pation has seen a significant rise in recent years
thanks to the development of infrastructure. The
enrolment rate for three-year-olds has reached
99%, but participation of those between the
ages of three and five has dropped to 86%.%
Shortages in funding per child in early-years ed-
ucation are another concern raised by the NSG
with regards to the quality of this service.

GOOD PRACTICE

In the Brussels-Capital Region, the The
EU-funded Biztos Kezdet Gyerekhaz
(Safe Start Childhouse) programme pro-
vides support for vulnerable children in
struggling regions to assure individual
children’s development and make it eas-
ier for parents to work. The programme
adapts its holistic service to local needs
in order to provide adequate child wel-
fare. It allows schools to develop bot-
tom-up initiatives to contribute to the pro-
gramme.

Severe shortcomings that might affect the im-
pact education has on social mobility are also
reported. The latest PISA report demonstrated
that underachievement in basic skills in Hun-
gary is amongst the highest in the EU. Partici-
pation in secondary education is 85%, and the
early leaving rate, currently 11.8%,* does not
seem to be improving. It disproportionally af-
fects Roma communities and disadvantaged
learners. In light of this situation, the NSG is
concerned by the shortage of teachers and
their low salaries, which have not been correct-
ed since 2013 and further dropped in 2019 rela-
tive to average pay in the country.*' Compound-
ing this shortage has been a lack of digital
infrastructure to provide e-learning during the
confinement. The NSG reported that as many
as 750,000 students in the past three months
could not take part in online education via digi-
tal equipment at home.*?
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Despite a rise in the minimum wage to HUF
149,000,* roughly EUR 487,* working condi-
tions in Hungary have taken a turn for the worse
following the changes to the Labour Code and
the impact of the so-called “slave law”, accord-
ing to the NSG. The new act allows employers
to delay payment for overtime work for up to
three years. They can do this unilaterally, with-
out the need to consult or receive the approval
of trade unions,* which have already been hit
hard by the loss of the right to collective bar-
gaining.*® Unions have carried out a wave of
protests and are continuing to call for revision
of the new labour code. Amongst other topics,
they want to extend social dialogue forums to
cover a wider set of topics of interest to em-
ployees. They are demanding adequate wag-
es. And they want a reintroduction of support
for disadvantaged and disabled workers.*’

The NSG specifically highlights working con-
ditions in the education and health sector and
points to the frustration expressed in a wave
of mobilisations throughout 2019. Vocational
training teachers are, as of the end of 2019, ex-
cluded from the public employee system. This
development creates uncertainties over rights
and benefits,*® which the NSG doubts will be
addressed through the wage compensation
measures the government has promised. Sim-
ilar concerns were raised for the healthcare and
social-service sectors, yet their strike action
was limited by obligations to cover minimum
services.®

43 Ministry of Finance (2018) Minimum wage to increase to HUF 149,000 next year htt

Amongst the most pressing issues, the NSG
included the vulnerability of employers even
before the outbreak of Covid-19. Precarious-
ness in Hungary is greatly influenced by the
reduction of employers’ contributions to social
security, the decreasing capacity for inspection
by the Hungarian administration, and the reli-
ance on short-term contracts.® In the context
of a reported one in two workers affected by la-
bour rights violations, undeclared work affects
almost 15% of the adult population. It is con-
centrated among young people and social mi-
norities, as well as in certain sectors: the con-
struction sector accounts for 8% of total cases,
trade for 10% and hospitality for 13%.°"

With the outbreak of Covid-19 and the activa-
tion of the preventive measures in March 2020,
Hungary is expected to experience a 7% re-
duction in GDP in 2020. Reacting to this signif-
icant socio-economic impact, the government
mobilised HUF 208.6 billion through cancella-
tions of tax and social security contributions
from certain sectors and businesses.* To pro-
tect the loss of wages, the government intro-
duced a scheme through which it would fund
up to 70% of a worker’s lost wages over three
months. Yet the NSG reports that this measure
contrasts with the loss of protection of labour
standards, as it reports that the Labour Code
has been partially derogated and a planned
cut to employer social security contributions
has been brought forward.
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As a result of the economic crisis, unemploy-
ment has risen from 3.6 % at the start of 2020
to 4.8%.% The NSG indicates that 68,000
unemployed people have been surviving on

The National Strategy Group (NSG) considers
the ongoing poverty in Hungary as a pressing
issue for 2020, as it is expected to worsen with
the loss of income due to the socio-economic
crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic. Even
though living conditions have been slowly im-
proving since 2013, the decrease in the rate
of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion
(AROPE) has slowed since 2018 to the current
18.9% % . Based on Policy Agenda’s estima-
tions that a monthly, or EUR 284, is required
for an individual to have a modest standard
of living, 25% of households in Hungary are
situated below this threshold.®”. The NSG fur-
ther indicates that the rate of severe material
deprivation at 8.7%,% above the EU average,
is still worrying and disproportionally affects
households with more children, single parents
and the Roma community. Furthermore, pov-
erty continues to be territorially concentrated
in South Transdanubia, North Great Plain and
North Hungary, with AROPE rates at around

minimum social benefits and around 152,300
have not been receiving any kind of financial
support.5* %

25%.%° This situation was expected to be tack-
led by a 2019 programme focusing on the 300
least-developed municipalities.®® Improve-
ments in living conditions have been compro-
mised by the continuous reduction of social ex-
penditure since 2013, to 46.7% of Hungary’s
GDPS' In addition, the impact of social trans-
fers before the pandemic outbreak had drasti-
cally decreased since 2018.% These transfers,
a majority of which are linked to family bene-
fits, currently reduce poverty by 38.5%, com-
pared with 48.8% in 2018.%% In this context, a
lack of targeted measures for in-work poverty®*
leaves the 8.4%5° affected by in-work poverty
more vulnerable. Furthermore, calculating the
minimum adequate level of social protection
remains challenging in the eyes of the NSG
due to a lack of statistical provisions from the
National Statistical Office. As reported by the
NSG, independent organisations must then
rely on estimates for their calculations, compli-
cating the issuing of policy recommendations.
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The NSG expects the impact on living condi-
tions of Hungary’s National Energy and Cli-
mate Plan (NECP) to be limited, as energy
poverty is not part of its agenda. Low-income
households continue to dedicate a minimum
of 16% of their disposable income to energy
costs,®® and 6.1% of the population are un-
able to keep their homes adequately warm.®”
The NECP superficially references the need to
assist these vulnerable households,®® yet pro-
vides no indications on how this will be done.
Furthermore, the NSG denounces the lack of
support for the modernisation of the energy
infrastructure of residential buildings, as fund-
ing for renewable energy infrastructure such
as solar energy panels is only provided to cor-
porations.®® As a result, the NSG reports that
low-income households will continue to burn
waste and wood grave consequences for both
their health and the environment. Yet, some
quality-of-life improvements are expected from
this transition plan, especially thanks to invest-
ment in sustainable transport options, targets
for air pollution reduction and the improvement
of waste-management systems.”

Despite Hungary ranking as an upper-mid-
dle performer in terms of self-reported unmet
medical needs,”" the NSG reports significant
barriers for low-income households, asy-
lum seekers and Roma to access affordable,
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quality healthcare. With health expenditure
amounting to 4.7% of GDP,”2 the state health-
care system is increasingly dependent on out-
of-pocket expenditure, which currently makes
up 26.9% of the total.” As the public system is
the only healthcare option for the above-men-
tioned vulnerable groups, the NSG considers
that co-payment effectively excludes them
from coverage and increases the risk of a
two-tier system where health performance is
determined by individual financial capacity,
gender and educational level. This situation
is further worsened by the growing number of
nurses and doctors who emigrate to seek em-
ployment with better working conditions.” The
resulting labour shortage in healthcare leaves
the provision of primary care in a critical condi-
tion. There are strong regional disparities, giv-
en the fact that poor counties such as Tolna,
Békeés and Nograd report higher rates for a giv-
en population of unfilled positions for general
practitioners than the rest of the country.”

The Covid-19 pandemic has placed an addi-
tional pressure on the healthcare system. The
NSG reported that primary care unrelated to
Covid-19 was effectively halted and critically-ill
patients who were not at risk of Covid were sent
home to free up a minimum of 68,000 hospital
beds for Covid-patients. Human Rights Watch
denounced the government’s decision, as it
impeded the constant care that some of the
patients needed and it did not take into account
the concerns of healthcare professionals.”
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Hungary’s recent economic growth has not
led to an improvement in access to afford-
able quality housing, as signalled by the NSG.
Prompted by a rise in wages, government
subsidies, foreign investment and specula-
tion, housing prices are increasing by 7.7%
per year, especially in Budapest, where the
house-price-to-income ratio is much higher
than elsewhere.”” Without an accessible public
housing system, affordable quality housing is
out of the question for the many people over-
burdened by such increases in prices. One in
three households in Hungary spend more than
40% of their monthly income on housing costs
and between 2 million and 3 million people
are experiencing housing poverty to varying
degrees.” Vulnerability to this rise in hous-
ing costs is higher in the private rental sector,
where a lack of adequate regulation further
exposes such households to housing precar-
iousness. Furthermore, 7.5% of Hungarians
are living in inadequate housing,”® and 79% of

existing real estate does not fully follow tech-
nical and energy standards.® The severity of
the problem of inadequate housing is higher
in rural areas far from essential services and
employment opportunities.®' Given this situa-
tion, the NSG denounces a lack of adequate
housing support, as the existing scheme not
only favours the middle class, but also encour-
ages only ownership of newly built units.2 This
leaves little support for housing renovation
and excludes any support for renting.®

In addition, 2019 estimations show that around
2,300 people are living rough in public spaces,
and 6,268 are living in homeless hostels, with
the most common reason the lack of afford-
able social housing.®* Despite the recent crim-
inalisation of homelessness, Hungary lacks
specific measures to tackle this issue, as can
be seen from the drafting of the wider inclusion
strategy.?® The NSG points out the absence of
sufficient means and the overreliance on po-
licing to combat homelessness, as well as the
inadequacy of existing welfare benefits to pro-
vide access to affordable housing.
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Civic space in Hungary, considered as ob-
structed by CIVICUS,® continues to shrink.
The country was categorised by Freedom
House as partly free for the second year in a
row.®” The National Strategy Group signals that
official and informal developments concerning
civic space are calling into question the free-
doms of association, peaceful assembly and
speech.

The government is continuing its hostile rhet-
oric towards civil-rights and refugee-support
organisations, which the NSG believes is cre-
ating an environment of fear towards any civic
space activity outside the traditionally accept-
ed areas.®® Veronika Mora, director of Okotar
and a prominent figure in the Hungarian civic
organisation sector, denounced the psycho-
logical threats to the freedom of association
and how they are limiting the organic develop-
ment of civic space.®® Furthermore, the 2017
law requiring NGOs to publish information on
foreign donors was recently found to breach
EU law, as the European Court of Justice ruled
that it established differential treatment for na-
tional and foreign NGOs.%°

The recent restriction on freedom of peaceful
assembly follows state-of-emergency mea-
sures banning physical demonstrations to con-
tain the spread of Covid-19. During confine-
ment, protestors could only make use of online
spaces.®’ Nevertheless, additional legislation
prior to the pandemic had already provided
the police force with new powers to disperse

protests, limiting freedom of assembly.®2

The NSG reports a significant deterioration in
freedom of speech as a result of the govern-
ment’s continuing side-lining of critical voices
and its favourable treatment of pro-govern-
ment media. In a recent fact-finding mission,
the Council of Europe found that media were
being concentrated around the Central-Euro-
pean Press and Media Foundation (KEMSA)
and that media were increasingly cooperating
with the government. This was seen as a long-
term threat to freedom of speech, discouraging
open criticism of the government. With parlia-
mentary approval of rule by decree during the
state of emergency, the Fidesz government
criminalised the spread of fake news about the
pandemic, an act that is now punishable by up
to five years in prison. Yet critics believe this is
an additional attempt to censor independent
media analysis of the government’s manage-
ment of the crisis.®® The most recent case of
erosion of media freedom was the dismissal
of the Szabolcs Dull, who has been critical of
the government, after a change in the manage-
ment of the media outlet.%

As for social dialogue in Hungary, the NSG
considers that the participation of civil society
organisations (CSOs) remains limited since
the 2010 reorganisation of the social dialogue
structures. Péterné Boros, President of the
Trade Union of Hungarian Civil Servants, Civ-
il Servants and Public Service Workers, points
out that CSOs are forced to either participate in
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the weakened system or abandon all negotia-
tion structures.®® The NSG considers the 2018
minimum wage negotiations as an example
of such a deterioration, as consultations were
halted after a first round, and the contribution of

The 2020 European Semester Country-specif-
ic Recommendations for Hungary focus on ad-
dressing the social and economic impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic. In doing this, the Europe-
an Commission showed the need to address
systemic shortcomings in healthcare, educa-
tion and access to social services. The picture
painted by the Commission closely resembles
that drawn up by the National Strategy Group,
and it responds to the NSG’s concerns regard-
ing two-tier social protection systems and the
increase in regional disparities.

Amongst other points made under the recom-
mendations, directing additional investment
towards preventive and primary care, digital

95 Dora, Varga (2020) Trade unions want a European minimum wage htt

nek-a-szakszervezetek
96 Ibid.

CSOs was limited to the final decision taken in
2019.% To address this concern, the NSG calls
for an end to the domination of pro-government
organisations in these structures and for the
restoration of trust in each of the social partners.

infrastructure, and the adequacy of social aid
will help build up the resilience of Hungary’s
social protection system, which the NSG has
indicated is necessary. To address concerns
over civil society, the Commission points out
the need to reinstate effective social dialogue
and limit extraordinary measures to those that
are strictly necessary. Even so, these should
not address constraints on freedom of associ-
ation, peaceful assembly and speech. Despite
the understandable focus on the Covid-19 im-
pact, the recommendations fall short in not suf-
ficiently addressing persisting income inequali-
ties, deteriorating working and living conditions
and the need to further develop just transition
and energy-poverty alleviation plans.
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COUNTRY MONITOR:

ITALY

Not yet recovered from the 2008 economic cri-
sis, Italy has been severely hit by the Covid-19
pandemic. The National Strategy Group (NSG)
observes that the current emergency has high-
lighted the weaknesses and shortcomings of
the current policies on access to the labour
market, equal opportunities and social inclu-
sion. Due to the pandemic, the government
has decided to temporarily suspend labour
legislation and introduce extraordinary mea-
sures to guarantee social protection to 7.8 mil-
lion workers' suspended from work, showing
the inadequacy of the existing social safety
net. However, the Covid-19 crisis also created
momentum for advancing long-needed mea-
sures, such as the regularization of irregular
immigrants working in specific sectors (e.g.,
agriculture). Though the NSG considers this
change insufficient, it goes in the direction of
an improvement in social and labour integra-
tion. Overall, problematic trends from previ-
ous years continue. The youth-unemployment

1 Consulenti del Lavoro (2020) 7,8 min di Iavoraton a casaconil DPCM 22 marzo 2020 http:/www. lenti

rate is still one of the highest in the European
Union, at 29.2% in 2019.2 In addition, in 2019
Italy was the EU country with the highest rate of
NEETs (people not in education, employment
or training): 18% of youths aged 15 to 24, ac-
cording to Eurostat.® Precariousness is one of
the most persistent issues of the ltalian labour
market, and it affects mainly youth and women.
Furthermore, the NSG considers ltaly’s institu-
tional efforts to prepare a green transition inad-
equate and underlines the necessity of a clear
strategy, in accordance with the Country Spe-
cific Recommendations of 2019.* The great
territorial divide and the ageing of the popula-
tion are themes that transversally characterize
the above-described picture. Among its more
positive notes, the National Strategy Group in
Italy mentions the Reddito di Cittadinanza [Cit-
izenship Income] as a first measure to support
the population in absolute poverty, as well as
the reduction of labour taxes approved by the
government in 2019.

llavoro.it/in

2 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https: ZZappsso eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitView-

TableAction.do

3 Eurostat (2020) Young people aged 15 24 neither in employment nor in education and training (NEET), by sex - annual data

4 European Commrssron (2019) Country Specn‘rc Recommendatron Italy 2019 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/

PDF/?uri=CELEX:52019DC0512&from=EN
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Income inequality in ltaly is one of the highest
in the EU, as reflected by its high Gini coeffi-
cient, which increased further in 2018, de-
scribing a more uneven distribution of income
in the country.'" Although Italy’s tax-and-bene-
fits system is one of the most ineffective in the
EU, it is the main tool of mitigation of inequal-
ity, and it especially benefits pensioners.’? In
this context, the reduction of fiscal pressure
on workers represents a positive development
for 2020, according to the National Strategy
Group. In fact, as a consequence of the ap-
proval of the Law Decree 5 February 2020 No.
3, workers with an annual income below EUR
28,000 will earn EUR 600 more in the last six
months of 2020 and EUR 1,200 more in 2021."3

The new measure is an important step towards
the reduction of fiscal inequalities that penal-
ise workers. These result from widespread tax
avoidance or evasion: the estimated tax gap
was around EUR 108 billion'™in 2017.

Unemployment has been decreasing since
2012 and stood at 9.7% in August 2020. De-
spite a trend of increasing unemployment in
the euro area, unemployment in Italy is low-
er than it was in 2019. However, the rate re-
mains higher than the current average in the
euro area.' In addition, the rate of long-term
unemployment in ltaly is one of the highest
among OECD countries,'® showing the diffi-
culty of re-accessing the labour market. Two

5 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: http:/appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?lang=en&-

dataset=ilc_di12

6 Eurostat_(2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: https:

rt_a&lang=en

7_European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index/2020/country/IT

8 Eurostat (2020). In-work at-risk-of-poverty-rate : https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tespm070/default/table?lang=en

9 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/
A 05 : AN

10 CIVICUS (2020). Civic space monitor - ltaly: htt

://monitor.civi

ntry/ital

11 European Commission (2020) Country Report Italy 2020 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX-

:5202
12 Ibid.

11&from=EN

13 Decree Law 5 February 2020, No. 3 https://www.gazzettaufficiale.it/eli/id/2020/02/05/20G00013/sg
14 Ministry of the Economy and Finance (2020) Documento di Economia e Finanza 2020 — Nota di Aggiornamentohttp://www.
odules/documenti_it/analisi_progamma i is-

dt.mef.gov.it/m

15 Eurostat (1 October 2020) Euro area anemployment at8.1%h

1102020-AP-EN.pdf/f45c24be-3304-e6b7-80c8-04eae752951

16 OECD (2019) Long-term unemployment rate https://data.oecd

://ec.europa.eu/eur: ments/2.
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new policies have been introduced recently
with the objective of strengthening the wel-
fare system: the Reddito di Cittadinanza, RdC
[Citizenship Income], which in 2019 replaced
the Reddito di Inclusione (REIl) [Income for
Inclusion], which had been active since 2018;
and the Assegno di natalita [Birth allowance],
also called the “baby bonus”. The RdC aims to
support citizens experiencing severe econom-
ic hardship and is combined with a job and a
path to social reintegration.'” However, the job
reintegration aspect has been more-fully im-
plemented than the social reintegration one,
according to the National Strategy Group. The
RdC has stricter cross-compliance rules, but
it provides larger benefits than the REI and
is provided to a wide number of recipients —
almost 1.5 million."® The critical points of the
RdC concern the application of criteria that
discriminate against large household and for-
eigners. Nevertheless, it tries to respond to the
needs of the almost 5 million people affected
by absolute poverty in 2019.' The introduc-
tion of the Assegno di natalita increased the
number of recipients over the previous birth
allowance but shortened the period of eligi-
bility, from three years to one from the time of
birth, adoption or pre-adoptive fostering. The
allowance is also available - albeit with a more
limited amount- to families that have an annual
income above EUR 40,000. The measure also
provides an allowance 20% higher for every
child that is born, adopted or fostered after or
in parallel with the first child.®®

The government has approved a set of addi-
tional measures to tackle the consequences
of the Covid-19 pandemic, focusing on three
main areas: support for workers’ incomes, sup-
port for citizens in need excluded from other
forms of assistance, and support for care giv-
ers in response to the closing of educational
and care services. Around 12 million citizens

have benefitted from these extraordinary ac-
tions. In addition to these forms of support,
regional governments have introduced other
measures within their competences. The NSG
highlights that all the measures mentioned so
far are merely financial and fail to provide ad-
equate responses to the needs of more-inte-
grated social services.

GOOD PRACTICE
HABITAT MICROAREE

The Project Habitat Microaree21 was re-
alised for the first time in 1998 by the Mu-
nicipality of Trieste together with Azienda
Sanitaria (the local branch of the pub-
lic healthcare provider) and ATER (the
public organization in charge of public
housing). Its objective is to improve the
life conditions of people living in partic-
ularly deprived urban areas. The project
aims to promote the active participation
of the local population, improve people’s
living conditions and health, strengthen
prevention and care services for vulner-
able categories and foster collaboration
among local residents. Civil society or-
ganizations and citizens are actively in-
volved in the project.

The project’'s main activities are so-
cio-cultural events organized in spaces
open to the public with the objective of
increasing the cohesion of local commu-
nities. Moreover, a series of help desks
have been opened in the areas, with the
function of providing information and
support for living, health and care needs.
Volunteering initiatives and public events
have also been organized — albeit less
frequently — in the framework of Habitat
Microaree activities.

17 Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (2020) Reddito di Cittadinanza https:/www.redditodicittadinanza.gov.it/

18 INPS (2020) Osservatorio Reddito/Pensione di Cittadinanza e REM: dati al 6 ottobre htt

default.aspx?itemdir=54288

19 Istat (2020) Rapporto poverta 2019 https://www.istat.it/it/fil

20 INPS (2020) Assegno di natalita (Bonus Bebe) per i nati nel 2020 htt

dir=53458
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21 Trieste Municipality (2020) Habitat Microaree http://habitatmicroaree.comune.trieste.it/il-progetto/
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Italy faces an emergency in terms of educa-
tional poverty and education failure, which are
among the root causes of poor intergeneration-
al social mobility. Despite the Country Specif-
ic Recommendations issued by the European
Commission in 2019, which stressed the need
to improve educational outcomes and upskill-
ing,? the National Strategy Group does not see
any progress with respect to education in 2020.
The Italian educational situation is marked by
a dramatic regional divide that has led to wide
differences in terms of qualifications and skills,
with the north outperforming the south.2® This
applies also to the early school-leaving rate,
which is significantly higher in the south and the
islands (19%) than in the north (11%).2* Overall,
62.2% of people in Italy aged between 25 and
64 have at least an upper secondary-school
diploma,? 16.5 percentage points® less than
the EU average. In addition, 19.6% of people in
Italy have a university degree, compared withan
EU average of 33.2%.%” Moreover, ltaly’s PISA
score for 2018 was below the OECD average in
all the three categories of school performance
for 15-year-old students: reading, mathematics
and science.? In the light of these trends, the
government has allocated substantial funds to
reduce inequalities by strengthening territorial
cohesion and fostering meritocracy within the
national educational system. For the seven-year
period from 2014-2020, EUR 3 billion were as-
signed through the PON (National Operational
Plan) and POR (Regional Operational Plan).2®
In addition, in 2016 the Fondo per il contrasto
della poverta educativa minorile [Fund to tack-
le educational poverty affecting minors] was

created through a partnership between the pub-
lic sector and some private actors with the aim
of tackling educational poverty affecting minors
in Italy.*° In spite of this strong financial support,
the NSG stresses that educational poverty is
still a serious issue and underlines the need for
a more systemic approach that overcomes the
fragmentation of interventions, which is a root
cause of the poor national results. The National
Strategy Group strongly encourages the ltalian
government to design a new national strategy
to programme investment and structural funds
with the objective of tackling poverty. The pro-
gramming should be guided and implemented
by an inter-institutional working group com-
posed of experts in the field and accompanied
by a permanent dialogue and collaboration with
civil society organizations and social partners.

GOOD PRACTICE

FONDO PER IL CONTRASTO DELLA
POVERTA EDUCATIVA MINORILE

The Fondo per il contrasto della poverta
educativa minorile®! is a national initia-
tive created in 2016 aimed at removing
any social, economic or cultural obsta-
cles that prevent minors from having full
access to educational services. The fund
was realised thanks to an agreement
between Acri (the national association
gathering all foundations of banking ori-
gin) and the government, with the collab-
oration of the National Forum of the Third
Sector. It is implemented through ten-
ders managed by the social enterprise
Con i Bambini, with high attention to
transparency and reporting. The scope

22 European Commission (2019) Country Report Italy 2019 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CEL EX-

5202 11&from=EN

23 European Commission (2018) Education and Training Monitor ltaly https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/docu-

ment-library-docs/et-monitor-report-2019-italy_en.pdf

24 European Commission (2019) Education and Training Monitor Italy
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/document-library- docs/et monltor report- 201 9-italy_en.pdf

25 Eurostat, 2020: https:

26
27 Istat (2020) Livelli di istruzione e ritorni occupazionali —
- . i odf

28 OECD (2018), PISA 2018 results https://www.

Report 2019 https://www.istat.it/it/files/2020/07/Livelli-di-istruzione-e-ri-

lication -2018-results.htm

29 Ministry of Education, Ministry of University and Research (2018) https: //www m|ur gov.it/pon_2014-2020

30 Con i Bambini, Contrasto della poverta educativa minorile https:
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31 ACRI (2020) Fondo per il contrasto della poverta educativa minorile https://www.acri.it/2020/02/10/fondo-per-il-contrasto-del-
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of the fund covers the whole country and
progressively involves all age groups
from early childhood to adolescence (0-
17 years). In the three-year period 2016-
2018, Acri members fed the fund ap-
proximately EUR 360 million. The 2019
Budget Law confirmed financing for the
fund over the following three-year period
(2019-2021), providing EUR 55 million
of annual tax credits that apply to 65%
of donations by foundations of banking
origin. Projects that have been approved
by the fund steering committee reached
480,000 children and youngsters.

The critical state of education is accompanied
by a high youth unemployment rate. At 29.2%,%
Italy’s youth unemployment rate is one of the
EU’s highest. Even more worrying is that Italy
has the EU’s highest percentage of youth aged
15-24 neither in employment nor in education
and training (NEET),® in large part the result
of early school leaving. ltaly also has the EU’s
highest rate of NEETs among people aged 20-
34.3* Qver the past 10 years, around 250,000
young people between 15 and 34 years of age
have left Italy, mainly to find employment.® It is
not expected that the situation of youth in Ita-
ly will improve if efficient measures to combat
the consequences of Covid-19 are not created
and implemented. Young people are the popu-
lation group most penalized by the pandemic,
as they were in the previous economic crisis.

At national level, the main measure applied to
mitigate youth unemployment is the creation

of extracurricular traineeships. However, from
2014 to 2018, only 60% of the nearly 1.5 mil-
lion traineeships carried out resulted in actual
job creation. Of those that did, the majority of
trainees signed fixed-term contracts.® Since
the adoption of the Youth Guarantee in 2014,
the number of extracurricular traineeships
carried out in ltaly has increased.®” Anoth-
er common intervention aimed at combating
youth unemployment is a first-level appren-
ticeship, an employment contract combined
with training. In 2017, 324,902 people were
working under an apprenticeship contract in
Italy.®® In consideration of the limited positive
impact of traineeships on the labour market,
in the National Strategy Group’s opinion, the
Youth Guarantee should introduce funding
conditionality mechanisms that limit the use
of traineeships to a certain quota (e.g., 25%).
This has already been proposed by the Eu-
ropean Confederation of Independent Trade
Unions (CESI). Furthermore, the NSG iden-
tifies the Child Guarantee — described in Ur-
sula von der Leyen’s Political Guidelines and
scheduled for adoption in 2021% - as a stra-
tegic opportunity to couple the fight against
youth unemployment with that against edu-
cational poverty by adopting a more holistic
and far-sighted approach. The objectives of
such a dual approach would be to prevent the
condition of early-school-leaver NEETs from
becoming chronic and compromising their
chances to re-enter the labour market or ed-
ucation and training. This approach should
be designed to reach severely disadvantaged
young people and to support training pro-
grammes during work transitions that would
result in professional qualifications. Ultimately,

32 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submit-

ViewTableAction.do

33 Eurostat (2020) Young people aged 15 24 neither in employment nor in education and training (NEET), by sex - annual data
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such a strategy should aim at a more general
empowerment of workers in the framework of
a wider citizenship education programme. In
more general terms, collaboration is strongly
needed between the social partners and the
managing authorities of the European Social

The dramatic impact of the current pandemic
on the labour market has exposed the short-
comings of labour legislation and working
conditions in Italy. This is particularly true with
respect to social protection policies and pro-
tection measures in the case of unemploy-
ment, suspension or reduction of work. As
highlighted also in the Social Rights Monitor
2019, the Jobs Act, the series of legislative
measures introduced by the Renzi govern-
mentin 2014 and 2015, has jeopardised work-
ers’ rights in the name of increased flexibility
in the job market. At the beginning of 2020,
the Council of Europe confirmed the opinion
of CGIL and of the European Confederation
of Independent Trade Unions, declaring the
Jobs Act to be in conflict with Article 24 of
the European Social Charter. The decision of
the Council of Europe takes into account the
modifications to the Act introduced in 2018,
which are still considered insufficient to pre-
vent violation of the Charter. The Council of
Europe’s decision, although not legally-bind-
ing, has strong political value and constitutes
a sizable opportunity for a reform of current
labour market legislation. In addition, the Na-
tional Strategy Group highlights the inade-
quacy of the labour market legislation due to
its extreme fragmentation, which has led to

Fund and the Youth Employment Initiative
is needed. It would lead - in the view of the
NSG - to the co-design of local activities and
the co-implementation of such activities by
multi-stakeholder groups.

the paradox that it guarantees different rights
under the same working conditions, partic-
ularly in regard to the social safety net. The
Covid-19 emergency has pushed the govern-
ment to take temporary measures in the form
of bonuses or allowances to compensate for
the lack of income of particularly unprotected
categories. This situation has resulted in an
awareness — shared by social partners and
the government — of the need to reform all so-
cial safety nets and move towards a univer-
sal and mutualistic model flanked by another
urgent reform of active labour policies. The
level of investment in active labour policies is
indeed below the OECD average.*

The high rates of unemployment and in-work
poverty — affecting self-employed workers in
particular*' — as well as the low qualifications
and skills mismatch that characterise the Ital-
ian job market are pressing issues that need to
be tackled soon to improve working conditions
in the country. Moreover, the NSG mentions
that 10 million workers are still awaiting the re-
newal of national collective bargaining agree-
ments and points out the necessity of defining
union representation rules amid the increasing
phenomenon of contracts signed by non-rep-
resentative unions.
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The national protocol*? on health and safety in
the workplace that was approved during the
Covid-19 crisis is welcomed by the National
Strategy Group as a substantial improvement
in working conditions during critical times. In
particular, the co-operative approach taken
by the government in the drafting phase of the
document was particularly appreciated. The
government involved social partners in the pro-
cess and the result was particularly positive in
the NSG’s view.

Precarious work is among the features that
characterise the Italian labour market. This is
demonstrated not only by the high proportion
of fixed-term contracts, but also by the increas-
ing number of self-employed people working
through occasional collaborations and the
widespread use of internships that very often
disguise real dependent work. The Decre-
to Dignita [Dignity Decree] was introduced in
2018 with the objective of limiting the creation
of fixed-term contracts and instead favouring
permanent contracts. However, since the mea-
sure was not flanked by the reorganization and
simplification of contractual rules, it has had a
very poor impact in preventing and reducing
precarious work. Furthermore, it should be not-
ed thatirregular work is a widespread phenom-
enon that involves mainly women in the south
of the country, young workers and workers
during their last years of activity.** Women and
youth are the two groups most vulnerable to
precariousness. The number of temporary em-
ployees in the second quarter of 2020 was 2.5
million, compared with 15.1 million permanent
workers. Female employees made up around
half the temporary workers.*

The economic situation of migrants in Italy is
characterized by strong inequalities. There are
nearly 1.4 million foreigners at risk of absolute
poverty in ltaly, or 26.9% of migrants. But 5.9%
of ltalian citizens are at risk of poverty, less
than a quarter of the rate for migrants. Although
non-ltalian households represent only 9% of
the overall total, they constitute more than 30%
of the households (510,000) at risk of absolute
poverty.*

With respect to social integration, the Decreti
Sicurezza“*® [Security Decrees] approved by the
previous government dismantled the reception
system in place (Sprar) for asylum seekers and
replaced it with a more centralized one.*” The
previous system had been a capillary recep-
tion system, managed by municipalities and
considered a virtuous practice in Europe. Fur-
thermore, the decrees suspended humanitar-
ian protection for asylum seekers, resulting in
an increase in denials of protection requests.
At the beginning of 2018 (before the Decreti Si-
curezza), around 55% of requests of protection
were denied in ltaly, but in September 2019 the
rate reached 80%. Since the application of the
Decreti Sicurezza, the number of migrants in
an irregular situation has increased. In Octo-
ber 2019, 26,722 out of ca. 93,000 migrants
in an irregular situation were denied protection
as a result of the above-mentioned Decrees.*®
However, thanks to a recent decree,* Decree
Law 21 October 2020, No. 130, the provisions
of the Decreti Sicurezza have been modified to
increase inclusion. More precisely, the range
of immigrants that can request protection has
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been widened and now includes those citing
humanitarian reasons. Moreover, the Sprar
system has been restored for asylum seekers.

Another measure that fosters social and la-
bour integration has been introduced within
the so-called Decreto Rilancio® (Relaunch
Decree 19 May 2020 No. 34). Indeed, Art. 110
of the Decreto Rilancio foresees the possibil-
ity of regularizing irregular migrant workers
in limited sectors such as agriculture, fishing
and domestic work. According to the Nation-
al Strategy Group, the envisaged measures
show various inadequacies with respect to the
selected economic sectors and the subjec-
tive conditions of the workers in question. As
highlighted by INPS, out of 3.3 million irregular
workers, the measure applies to only one third.
Furthermore, in light of the low educational lev-
el of these workers, the administrative process
of filing a request for regularization could repre-
sent a concrete obstacle.® The NSG adds that
the low number of regularization applications
submitted — 207,542 as of 15 August 2019,
mainly (85%) from domestic or care-sector
workers® — confirms these limitations.

The female unemployment rate is still a greater
problem in the ltalian labour market than it is
in other Western countries. Italy has the third
highest gap between the male and female
employment rates in the EU. In 2019, the fe-
male employment rate was 50.1%, compared
to the 68% male employment rate.®® As a
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consequence, although the gender pay gap in
ltaly is a relatively low 5 %, it cannot be said
that the country has achieved a high degree
of gender equality. This results from the high
disparity in the employments rate of men and
women.>* As concluded in a study on the Italian
job market carried out by the OECD in 2020,
there is still great potential to increase female
participation in the labour force.>® Women in It-
aly encounter obstacles in great part linked to
their care duties within the household, which
prevent them from entering the job market or
actively looking for a job. Compared with men,
35.4% more women are inactive due to their
care duties and responsibilities. Even when
women work, they work fewer hours than men,
as more women than men are in part-time em-
ployment. There is also a strong socio-eco-
nomic component to the gender gap in em-
ployment rates: At 31.3 percentage points, it is
drastically higher among people with a level of
education below upper secondary.5®

Recently, several bills have been proposed to
the Italian parliament with the objective of mit-
igating the gender employment gap. However,
none of them is considered effective enough.
Specifically, the Family Act, despite including
some interesting measures, is grounded in the
assumption that a woman’s income is a fami-
ly’s second income; the bill does not feature a
more structured plan aimed at boosting female
employment. The Family Act also has the ob-
jective of increasing work flexibility to benefit
families with children and improve the work-life
balance of parents through extended paren-
tal leave.’” Nevertheless, the NSG observes
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a continuation of gender-based stereotypes
in the conception of the act, which seems to
be based on a clear division of gender roles,
with women remaining charged with most care
and domestic duties. Furthermore, the Nation-
al Strategy Group reckons that the emergency
measures in support of families implemented
in response to the Covid-19 crisis have been
tailored to a traditional family model; they con-
sequently make it harder for other family types
to access them.

More generally, all the measures proposed so
far to tackle gender inequalities focus primarily
on social security contribution policies, which
have very limited effectiveness in the medi-
um and long term. The NSG emphasizes the

pivotal importance of renewed support for the
care economy and of investment in welfare and
social services. Such actions would reduce
the burden of women’s care duties and would
represent significant progress towards gender
equality. It is important to stress that accord-
ing to a joint study by Istat and Eurostat, the
gap between men and women who carried out
household duties on a daily basis was 61 per-
centage points in 2016; it was 24 percentage
points for childcare duties.®® Only 24.7% of the
potential demand for early childhood care (0-3
years old) is covered by both private- and pub-
lic-sector services in ltaly, with wide regional
differences.>® Therefore, it is clear that a stron-
ger welfare system and better social services
are sorely needed to advance gender equality.
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Living conditions in Italy are still influenced
by the consequences of the economic crisis
of 2008 combined with a lack of social infra-
structure capable of meeting citizens needs in
full. An important element of living conditions
in ltaly is that they vary greatly depending on
geographic area. Region and area of origin,
together with a family’s socio-economic con-
ditions, determine people’s opportunities for
development. This translates into significant
social inequalities, as shown by the National
Institute for Statistics (Istat) 2020 Annual Re-
port. The document identifies the inadequacy
and fragmentation of the system for social pro-
tection and inclusion — due on the one hand to
a lack of sufficient funding and on the other to a
multi-level division of competencies among na-
tional, regional and local authorities, which are
not clearly defined. In fact, the Italian Constitu-
tion and Law 328/2000 require the application
of the so-called Livelli Essenziali di Prestazi-
oni, LEP [Essential Levels of Services]. If these
were appropriately defined and implemented,
they would create a suitable regulatory frame-
work for guaranteeing the enforceability of fun-
damental social rights throughout the territory,
making them accessible to all.

If the effects of the pandemic are not tackled
through drastic measures, living conditions in
Italy will only worsen in the foreseeable future.
The NSG places emphasis on the provision
of income support and guarantee of public
services to all to respond to the unprecedent-
ed situation the entire world is experiencing.
Moreover, the demographic situation of Ita-
ly represents a major challenge from many

points of view, including living conditions. Italy
is going through a demographic transforma-
tion process and becoming one of the oldest
countries on the planet: in 2045 it is expected
that people over 65 will constitute one third of
the population, which will have decreased from
the current 60 million inhabitants to 58.6 mil-
lion, and it is expected that 78% of this future
population will live in cities.®® If these changes
are not confronted soon and through a long-
term approach, living conditions for a large part
of the population, namely elderly people, will
seriously worsen.

Housing is the policy category in which the
Italian welfare system lags behind western
standards. The European Commission in its
2019 Country Report specifies that only 4%
of the population has access to housing with
subsidized rent, while in 2017 the 28.2% of
tenants who pay rent at market prices were
overburdened by housing costs. In 2016, the
housing deprivation rate stood at 11.1%, twice
the EU average.®' According to Housing Eu-
rope’s 2019 report, the emerging private so-
cial-housing sector is growing, but it needs to
be boosted and integrated with existing public
architecture to have a more significant impact.
Moreover, more funding and support from the
central government are needed.® In the opin-
ion of the National Strategy Group, the recent
EUR 16 million re-financing of the rent support
fund provided by Law 9 December 1998, No.
431% s not sufficient to respond to the high de-
mand. A more sophisticated multi-dimensional
approach should be encouraged in order to re-
spond to the growth and changes in demand.
In fact, there seems to be great difficulty in con-
ceiving public policies that are flexible enough
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to adapt to a socio-economic context shaped
by several rapid, major changes, including
the following: increasing impoverishment of
the middle class, economic difficulties among
young people, fragmentation and changes in
households, progressive aging of the popula-
tion, growth of the population living in large ur-
ban areas and migration.

Ecological transition, protection of ecosys-
tems and climate action are essential in Italy
for improving living, health and safety con-
ditions and for increasing job opportunities.
However, clear, just transition plans and mea-
sures are needed in order not to leave any
citizen, worker or community behind in the
change. However, ltaly does not have a tran-
sition strategy in place yet. To this end, the
National Strategy Group urges the govern-
ment to start a dialogue with social partners
as soon as possible, using democratic partic-
ipation in order to define the necessary plans,
measures, investments and support tools. The
European Commission, in its Country Specific
Recommendations for 2019, identified a lack
of investment and innovation as factors hin-
dering the achievement of the 2030 EU energy
and climate targets.®

Although the risk of poverty and social exclu-
sion in ltaly declined to 27.3% in 2018, in-work
poverty risk has been increasing since 2010
and reached 12.3% in 2018.° In 2019, 4.6
million people were living in absolute poverty
in ltaly66 and 8.8 million in relative poverty.®”

Furthermore, social mobility has decreased in
recent years. In some work sectors, downward
social mobility has exceeded upward, and peo-
ple born between 1972 and 1986 often have
worse social conditions than their parents or
grandparents.®®

Despite recent advances through policies
aimed at combating poverty, namely the Red-
ditio di Cittadinanza and the Reddito di Inclusi-
one, the NSG evaluates Italy’s national efforts
as insufficient to eradicate the phenomenon.
Indeed, the measures fail to recognize the
multi-dimensional nature of poverty and to ad-
dress it as such. On the contrary, the policies in
place focus excessively on job placement, de-
priving beneficiaries of the support they need
from municipal social services. The situation
is made more critical by a consistent deficit
in policies to combat poverty, due to constant
underfunding and a weakening of public ser-
vices, especially social services, at the local
level. On a positive note, this trend has been
partially interrupted by the Inclusion PON®® and
the plan for interventions and social services
to tackle poverty, introduced in 2017. The PON
is the national programme co-financed by the
EU, which aims to support the implementation
of a social infrastructure capable of combating
poverty and marginalization and of spreading
effective models of social intervention. The
plan for interventions and social services to
tackle poverty” is financed mainly by the Pov-
erty Fund, which is in need of an increased
endowment to make local-level social services
capable of responding to the growing popula-
tion suffering economic hardship, especially in
view of the second wave of Covid-19.
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The quality and accessibility of healthcare in It-
aly are good overall, according to the OECD.71
However, equality is far from being achieved for
several reasons. Firstly, people with poor levels
of income and education encounter obstacles
with respect to both prevention and treatment,
especially when the latter requires the pay-
ment of a service ticket. The national institute
for statistics estimates that more than 4 million
people renounce treatment for economic rea-
sons.72 Secondly, regional primary care ser-
vices lack funds and, therefore, capacity. This
has been particularly evident during the pan-
demic, with negative effects on the promptness
of the response.73 Consequently, intervention
is needed to strengthen primary care, especial-
ly for elderly, chronic patients and people who
are not self-sufficient. This point was made by
the Italian Court of Audits.74 Moreover, there
are regional mismatches between the demand
for healthcare services and their supply, which
push people to migrate within the country and
contribute to inequalities in the system.

The regional divide previously described in
this report is also present in the healthcare
system, which is regulated at regional level.

The central government regulates the Livelli
Essenziali di Assistenza Sanitaria, LEA [Es-
sential Levels of Healthcare Services], which
define the level of performance and the ser-
vices that regional governments must guar-
antee. The 2016 monitor of the LEA showed
a vast gap between the north and the south of
the country, with southern regions performing
more poorly.75 However, it is important to no-
tice that, despite the good score of the north-
ern region of Lombardy in terms of LEA, the
region showed great weaknesses during the
Covid-19 emergency.

HealthCare is a universal service in ltaly, and
Articles 32 and 33 of Law 6 March 1998, No. 40
establish that healthcare is guaranteed to mi-
grants and minorities, even if they do not have
a regular residence permit.76 In particular, the
law recognizes protection related to pregnan-
cy and maternity, the protection of the health of
minors, vaccinations in the context of collective
prevention interventions, international prophy-
laxis interventions, prophylaxis and treatment
of infectious diseases. Yet, the NSG points out
that in some cases access to care is hindered
by the lack of attention given to “cultural medi-
ation", which is necessary to remove linguistic
and cultural obstacles.

71 OECD (2019) Health at a glance ltaly https://www.oecd.org/italy/health-at-a-glance-italy-EN.pdf
72 Istat (2019) Attivita conoscitiva preliminare all’esame del disegno di Iegge recante bilancio di preV|S|one dello Stato per| 'anno

finanziario 2019 e bilancio pluriennale per il triennio 2019-2021 htt

nov-2018.pdf

73 Corte dei conti (2020) Rapporto sul coordinamento della finanza pubblica h

f07-4a4b-81a1-273e14a44

74 Corte dei Conti (2020) Memoria della Corte dei Conti sul decreto- Iegge n. 34/2020 recante misure urgenti in materia di salute e

di sostegno al lavoro e all’economia (a.c. 2500) h

75 Ministry of Health (2016) Servizio Sanitario Nazionale: i LEA http:

gua=italiano&id=5238&area=Lea&menu=monitoraggioLea
76 Law 6v March 1998, No.40 h J//lwww.camera.i rlam/I
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Based on the CIVICUS’ Monitor, Italy presents
a “narrowed” civic space.”” The National Strat-
egy Group added that in the last 24 months,
anomalous conditions have influenced civic
space in ltaly. In 2019, as a consequence of
the political climate that resulted in the approv-
al of the Decreti Sicurezza [Security Decrees],
forms of intimidation targeting civil society
organizations were recorded. The Decreti Si-
curezza, approved by the previous govern-
ment, made it possible to file financial and
administrative fines against NGOs working to
rescue migrants in the Mediterranean Sea,
as well as to ban them from territorial waters.
Furthermore, the decrees specifically required
civil-society organisations working in the field
of migration to publish a report every three
months on their activities and funding.”® Thanks
to the amendment of the Decreti Sicurezza by
the above-mentioned Decree Law 21 October
2020, No. 130, NGOs can now only be denied
access to territorial waters when they do not
notify Italian authorities and their own national
authorities of their operations. Administrative
fines have been cancelled, as have financial
penalties above EUR 50,000.7°

The exceptional nature of the Covid-19 emer-
gency entailed a series of restrictions on civ-
ic space in ltaly, as in the rest of the world. As
a consequence of the great danger to public
health, the Decree Law 9 March 2020, No. 14
suspended all forms of organized demonstra-
tions and events in public or private places, in-
cluding those of a cultural, recreational, sport-
ing, religious or trade nature. The same decree
also suspended demonstrations, events and
shows of any kind, held in any place, both pub-
lic and private.® In spite of the strong restric-
tions, the National Strategy Group highlights
that. overall. ltalian citizens did not perceive the

new measures as a threat to their freedom. In
some limited cases, even during full lockdown,
there were protests and strikes to demand that
employers fully comply with health protection
measures. In particular, metalworkers in Lom-
bardy, one of the regions most affected by the
pandemic, went on strike to protect their right
to health.

Formally, the right of peaceful assembly, guar-
anteed by Article 17 and 21 of the Constitution,
is respected in Italy and has been effective
again since May 2020 after months of suspen-
sion due to the health emergency. However,
SOLIDAR’s National Strategy Group points
out that new regulations (Circolare Gabrielli,
national guidelines defining security criteria for
public events and subsequent updates) were
introduced in 2017 aimed at enhancing the
security and safety of large public events. The
rationale for the introduction of these rules was
events in 2017, such as the rise of terrorism
in Europe and the tragedy at the Piazza San
Carlo in Turin, where 3 people died and 1,672
were injured in a stampede during the screen-
ing of a football match. Without a doubt, these
measures have made the organization of large
public events more difficult and economically
burdensome from an organizational point of
view. It is thus not surprising that such events
are less and less frequent. Nonetheless, inno-
vative gatherings took place in 2019 and 2020:
in the winter of 2019-20 the protagonists of the
so-called Sardine movement identified simple
but still effective ways of involving large num-
bers of people in demonstrating their values
and ideas.

As a general trend, the protection of freedom
of speech has improved in Italy over the last
vear. The countrv aained two positions in the

77 CIVICUS (2020) Monitor- Tracking Civic Space https:/monitor.civicus.org/
78 Law 1 December 2018, No. 132 https://www.gazzettaufficiale. |t/eI|/|d/2018/12/03/18G00161/sg

79 Council of Ministries No. 65 (06 October 2020) Comunicato Stampa h

pdf
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World Press Freedom Index in 2020: it is now
41st with a 1.28 points improvement over last
year, when it was 43rd.81 However, the num-
ber of journalists living under police protection
doubled in 2019, and worrying episodes of
violence against the press have been regis-
tered in some southern regions — Campania,
Calabria, Puglia, Sicilia, but also in the area
around Rome.® In addition, the NSG points
out that an offensive and threatening attitude
towards the free press from a certain part of the
political establishment can be observed.

The NSG reports that social dialogue has been
particularly frequent and meaningful in the last
year, especially in the context of the Covid-19
emergency. For instance, the drafting of a na-
tional protocol to guarantee safety conditions
in workplaces has been fully shared among the
government, trade unions and employers’ rep-
resentatives, creating a positive and effective
model of collaboration. The government also

involved social partners and international or-
ganizations in the so-called General States of
the Economy, held in June 2020. This aimed
to define a strategy to relaunch the national
economy and respond to the economic conse-
quences of Covid-19. The NSG points out that
the control room between the Social Policies
Ministry and the National Forum of the Third
Sector has never interrupted its work, even
during the Covid-19 emergency. This allowed
the civil society reform law to be advanced
and emergency measures to be defined to en-
hance organizations’ social work and reduce
the impact of the crisis.

Despite the positive improvements in strength-
ening social dialogue, room for further im-
provement can be identified. The Constitu-
tional Court, with its judgment No. 131, year
2020, confirmed that there is an opportunity
for more collaboration between the third sec-
tor and public authorities. This judgment cre-
ates an even-more-solid basis for reinforcing
the participation of CSOs in decision-making
processes.

81 Reporters Without Borders (2020) World Press Freedom index https://rsf.org/en/ranking
82 A Buon Diritto Onlus (2020) Rapporto sullo stato dei diritti in Italia https:/www.rapportodiritti.it/
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The European Commission’s Country Specific
Recommendations for Italy focus in large part
on encouraging an effective and sustainable
mitigation of the impact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic on the socio-economic situation. The
recommendations touch on several concepts
mentioned by the National Strategy Group.The
Commission stresses the need for a stronger
social safety net that ensures adequate income
replacement, especially for atypical workers
and people in vulnerable situations. In line with
the National Strategy Group’s point of view,
the Reddito di Cittadinanza is mentioned as
a positive measure in this sense, but so is the
necessity to improve its scope. In agreement
with the findings of this Social Rights Monitor,
the European Commission urges the integra-
tion of inactive young people and women into
the labour market. It also highlights the risk of
Italian regions being affected unevenly in the
aftermath of Covid-19 and recommends that
adequate measures be taken to prevent this.

The Commission’s recommendations also in-
clude ways to improve the capacity of the Ital-
ian healthcare sector (strengthening staffing
and infrastructure capacity, for instance) in the
light of the pandemic’s impact. Other items

include the fight against corruption and the in-
formal economy, as well as improvements in
the efficiency of the judiciary. Furthermore, the
Commission stresses the beneficial role of a
green transition for Italy, as this would positive-
ly impact the future recovery and the resilience
of the country’s regions. Much space is also
dedicated to the importance of digitalizing pub-
lic administration and reinforcing digital skills,
especially as more people work and study from
home. Though the crucial role of digital skills is
undeniable, the Country Specific Recommen-
dations for 2020 give too little space to the need
to improve other skills and to the central issue
of educational poverty in Italy. Similarly, the in-
tegration of migrants into the labour market is
mentioned and encouraged, but no further at-
tention is dedicated to their social inclusion.

In conclusion, the European Commission’s
Country Specific Recommendations general-
ly reflect the priorities laid out by the NSG in
this Monitor. Nevertheless, the Commission
gives more space to the need for digitalization
and for a green transition. On the other hand,
the recommendations could be more specific
with regard to social inclusion and access to
education.
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In recent years, the Republic of North Mace-
donia has increased its efforts and achieved
progress in key areas identified by the Council
as necessary for the opening of accession ne-
gotiations, the European Commission reports.
Specifically, efforts have focused on the judi-
ciary, the fight against corruption and organ-
ised crime, reform of the intelligence services
and public administration.” The outbreak of the
Covid-19 pandemic greatly impacted North
Macedonia on several levels. Firstly, the pan-
demic pushed the government to declare a
state of emergency and therefore rule by de-
cree between March 2020 and June 2020. The
unprecedented situation also caused the post-
ponement of parliamentary elections, planned
for April 2020, to July 2020. Although the

socio-economic consequences are still hard to
assess, a loss of 4 to 6 percentage points of
GDP is forecast for North Macedonia, as is the
risk of unemployment for thousands of citizens.
Fiscal repercussions of temporary government
support measures are also expected.? This pic-
ture is intertwined with what the National Strate-
gy Group identifies as the most pressing social
issues, such as youth unemployment, emigra-
tion and a low minimum wage. Although youth
unemployment has been decreasing since
2011, when it was 47%, it was still extremely
high in 2019, with 30.5% of young people aged
15-29 unemployed.® Also, the minimum wage is
much lower than the European Union average,
considered both in terms of wages in euros and
in purchasing power parity.*

1 European Commission (2020) North Macedonia 2020 Report https://ec. -enlargement/sites/nearffil
north_macedonia_report_2020.pdf

2 Ibid.

3 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitView-

TableAction.do

4 Eurostat (2020) Minimum wage statistics https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/pdfscache/1568.pdf
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

Unemployment is a major feature of the labour
market in North Macedonia. More than one-
fifth of the Macedonian labour force was job-
less in 2018."" Moreover, around 80% of the
unemployed are long-term unemployed, large-
ly reflecting the skills mismatch that character-
ises the job market. Overall, 15% of the work-
force are long-term unemployed, though the
rate has been decreasing steadily in the last
few years, a positive trend. The employment
rate increased in the year before the pandem-
ic struck but remained low."? It is dispropor-
tionately harder for women to access the la-
bour market: the female employment rate was
45.2% in 2018, compared to 66.6% for male
employment.'3

EDUCATION AND YOUTH
UNEMPLOYMENT

Public expenditure on education has averaged
around 3.7% of GDP over the last five years,
and it is still below the OECD average.' Since
the country gained independence, participa-
tion in schooling in North Macedonia has in-
creased, leading to an rise in the educational
achievements of young people. However, ac-
cording to PISA scores, North Macedonia has
the poorest performance of learning outcomes
in the Western Balkans region. Socio-eco-
nomic differences do not affect learning out-
comes in North Macedonia, in part due to the
general low level of performance throughout

5 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: htt

Zilc_di12

6 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: h

rt_a&lang=en

7 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: hﬂp&[@gﬂ&ummﬂ[gﬂndﬂmgu&hi%mdﬁxmm

8 Eurostat (2020). In-work at-risk-of-poverty-rate : https://ec.eur

table?lang=en

rowser/view, mQ7 faul

9 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/

view/ilc_lvh faul le?lang=en
10 CIVICUS (2020). Civic space monitor — Macedonia: htt

://monitor.civi
11 Eurostat (2020) Enlargement countries - labour market statistics htt

ntry/m

tatistics-explained/index.ph

Enlargement_countries_-_labour_market_statistics#Employment_rates
12 European Commission (2020) North Macedonia 2020 Report https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/

files/north_macedoni rt_2020.pdf

13 Eurostat (2020) Enlargement countries - labour market statistics https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/

Enlargemen ntries_-_| r_mark

istics#Employment_r

14 European Commission (2020) North Macedonia Report 2020 https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/

files/north_macedonia_report_2020.pdf
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the country. Nevertheless, the learning out-
comes gap between urban and country areas
is one of the highest among PISA-participating
economies. In science, for instance, 15-year-
old students living in rural areas are 1.5 years
of schooling behind those who live in urban
areas. Ethnicity, especially for the Albanian
minority, is another relevant factor of differ-
entiation of learning outcomes, and this gap
increases the further students advance in the
education system.®

In 2019, 30.5% of young people aged 15-29
were unemployed in North Macedonia, more
than twice the average rates of the euro area
(12.9%) and of the EU-27 (11.9%). Youth un-
employment also depends on gender:in 2019,
28.6% of young men were unemployed and
32.5% of young women.'® The low labour-mar-
ket activity rate of the young population is
strongly linked to educational inequalities, as
42% of low-educated individuals were inac-
tive in 2015."7 Unemployment is not the only
pressing issue in North Macedonia. The rate
of NEETs (people not in employment, educa-
tion or training) was 31.4% in 2019, with a wide
gender gap of 12.1 percentage points: the rate
of female NEETs was 37.4%.'® Youth underem-
ployment (when workers are highly skilled but
working in low-paying jobs; or they are highly
skilled but working part-time in low-skill jobs;
or they would prefer to be full-time) is another
alarming feature of the labour market.'® Accord-
ing to a 2019 report by Finance Think based on
ILO data, underemployed youth accounted for

12.5% of North Macedonia’s employed popu-
lation aged 15-19, almost 5 percentage points
higher than the EU-28 average. The rate was
higher for women overall: on average, 19%
were underemployed.°

This situation has triggered a brain drain from
North Macedonia. Over one-quarter of the na-
tional population had emigrated by 2017, and
more than one-third of the university-educated
workforce was living abroad that year. Among
people with some kind of higher education,
almost 40% have emigrated. Dissatisfaction
is especially high in the education sector: in
2017, about 70 % of people employed in North
Macedonia’s higher education system were
planning to emigrate, and 20% of this group
had already applied for jobs abroad.?

Successive governments of North Macedonia
have tried over the years to tackle youth un-
employment. The National Strategy Group re-
ports that in the last decade public measures
to combat youth unemployment have focused
on three main policy areas: macroeconomic
and sectoral actions and their impact on job
creation; education and training policies and
their relevance to the labour market; and la-
bour-market policies that bridge the gaps be-
tween labour supply and demand. The process
of planning, design and implementation of ac-
tive labour-market programs (ALMPs) started
in 2007 and has been implemented through
operational plans (OPs). The OPs follow the
guidelines set out in strategic documents,

15 OECD (2019) OECD Rewews of Evaluatlon and Assessment in Education: North Macedonia https://www. Qeed |I|brary

57ca5a4&|tem|GO oecd&ltemContentType book

16 Eurostat (2020) Youth unemployment rate by sex, age and country of birth https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/

view/yth_empl_1 fault/table?lang=en

17 Nikica Mojsoska Blazevski, Marjan Petreski & Despina Petreska (2015) Increasing the Labor Market Activity of the Poor,

Females and Informal Workers Let’s Make Work Pay in Macedonia h

WWW. I |n27721 _Incr
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19 European Comm|SS|on (2017) Youth poI|C|es in the formerYugosIav Republlc of Macedonia — 2017 https://eacea.ec.euro-

20 Finance Think (2019) Analysis of youth underemployment in North Macedonla Montenegro and Serbia https://www.finan-

cethink.mk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Policy-study-22.pdf

21 World Bank (2019) Migration and Brain Drain file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/9781464815065.pdf
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including the National Employment Strategy
and the National Action Plan for Employment.
Aimed at young people, the separate Action
Plan for Youth Unemployment 2012-2015 was
followed by the more recent Action Plan for
Youth Unemployment 2016-2020.

This last strategic document foresees the cre-
ation of a skills forecasting system to inform
both policy design and individuals’ choices
over education and work. The skills forecasting
model is based on demographic projections,
employer and vacancies surveys, education
data, employment projections and sectoral
studies. The Ministry of Labour and Social Poli-
cies and the Ministry of Education and Science
both use it and provide data for it. Other mea-
sures, too, are envisaged by the Action Plan
for Youth Unemployment for 2016-2020. These
include actions to create job opportunities,
for example through subsidised employment
for young people and young people at risk of
social exclusion, as well as through support
for SMEs. The plan also includes flexicurity;
traineeships and apprenticeships (although
clear guidelines have not been elaborated yet);
career guidance and counselling services;
and the development of entrepreneurship
competences.??

The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy
(MLSP) has set up an inter-ministerial group
for the integration of refugees and foreigners.
Its priorities also include the preparation of
the Draft Strategy for Integration of Refugees
and Foreigners for 2017-2027. The focus of

the Draft Strategy is the improvement of ed-
ucational services for refugees, especially
language courses, as a fundamental means
of integration. Besides the inadequacy of the
educational and mentorship services for refu-
gees in North Macedonia, the lack of precise
official figures on immigration represents a
major issue for the integration of immigrants,
the IRIS Network reports. The large number of
irregular movements leads to the deportation
of irregular immigrants to Greece (the main ac-
cess point for immigrants to North Macedonia)
on a daily basis.?® The European Commission,
in its 2020 Report on Macedonia, mentions the
need for the country to have a more-systemat-
ic approach to the registration and profiling of
migrants.2*

According to the Law on Social Protection,
basic social protection, permanent social pro-
tection, nursing care and one-time financial
assistance is available to all refugees, asy-
lum-seekers and persons under subsidiary
protection. Medical aid for these groups in
protection centres is mainly provided by the
Red Cross in cooperation with the Ministry of
Health. The Centres for Social Work (CSW) are
in charge of social protection management and
the Centre for Integration handles the dissemi-
nation of adequate information, as well as sup-
port for refugees in their applications for social
assistance. The only persons with complete
access to social rights are those under human-
itarian protection, victims of human trafficking,
recognized refugees, persons under subsidi-
ary protection and foreign nationals with per-
mission to remain in the country permanently.
The integration of refugees in North Macedo-
nia consists of three main services: inclusion
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of refugees in the national welfare system; sup-
port for refugees to become self-reliant through
employment, education, housing and other
means; and legal aid to enable refugees to be
fully integrated into North Macedonian society,
either as citizens or as holders of permanent
residence permits.

The inclusion of the Roma minority has re-
ceived increasing attention in recent years,
which has resulted in an increase in govern-
ment funds. However, the low use of the funds
remains an issue, together with the slow im-
plementation, coordination and monitoring of
all interventions to increase Roma inclusion in
North Macedonian society. Roma are victims
of racism, segregation and discrimination, de-
spite the existence of a legal framework that
protects the human rights of minorities. More
broadly, barriers exist that prevent the Roma
minority from accessing employment, health-
care, education, justice and housing.2®

In January 2019, the government introduced a
reform aimed at redistributing the fiscal burden
towards the wealthiest 1% of the population.
The increased revenues resulting from this re-
form were meant to finance new social protec-
tion rights, which were linked to the tax reform

25 Ristevski, V.

Republic of Macedonia htt

under the umbrella of a wider social reform
package. This package included the New Law
on Social Protection, which introduced guaran-
teed minimum assistance; the Law on Social
Security for Older Persons, which introduced
social pensions; and amendments to the Law
on Child Protection, which introduced edu-
cational allowances. However, the policy was
rolled back only 11 months after its introduc-
tion by the same government that proposed it.
The arguments in support of this decision in-
cluded the fact that the reform, as conceived,
led to an improvement of less than 1% in the
equality of income distribution but had led to
tax avoidance equivalent to 50% of the expect-
ed revenues. The European Social Policy Net-
work disputes these arguments from different
perspectives. For instance, it notes that the
most recent data available on inequality refer
to 2018 and that an improvement of 0.6 per-
centage point in the Gini coefficient is not neg-
ligible. And if the government’s objective was
to reduce fiscal pressure on a certain income
group, it would have been better to change
the progressive personal income tax thresh-
olds. The ENSP also points out that, by rolling
back the entire reform, the government lost
political credibility.2” On a more positive note,
the above-mentioned measures introduced to-
gether with the tax reform have been identified
by the NSG as a positive step towards reduc-
ing inequalities in North Macedonia.
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The incidence of low wages is high in North
Macedonia, with a 25% rate of low-wage earn-
ers in 2014.28 In 2012, a statutory minimum
wage was introduced, with the positive conse-
quence of protecting workers of non-unionised
sectors. However, until amendments to the law
were introduced in 2017, the minimum wage
did not apply to all sectors. Sectors that had
been left out included textiles, clothing and
leather production, all of which have high con-
centrations of low-wage workers. The self-em-
ployed are not covered by minimum wage pro-
visions in North Macedonia. Between 2012
and 2018, the minimum net wage increased
by 51%.2° However, the minimum wage in
North Macedonia is significantly lower than
that in the EU.%° Moreover, despite the efforts
of authorities to enforce compliance with the
minimum wage, evidence shows that in many
cases employers apply it as a social insurance
contribution threshold, paying amounts above
the minimum wage in cash to avoid higher con-
tributions. Despite these problems, the impact
of the minimum wage on in-work poverty and
equitable wages has been positive.3' Never-
theless, the National Strategy Group highlights
that the IMF mission to North Macedonia has
suggested lowering the minimum income base
for social security,®* though government poli-
cies have not yet moved in this direction.

In-work poverty in North Macedonia is not as
pronounced as out-of-work poverty, and in
2016 it was slightly lower than the EU average

28 Eurostat (2020) Wages and labour costs h
costs#Gross_wages.2Fearnings

at 9.6%. Of employed persons in North Mace-
donia aged 18-64, 8.9% were at risk of pov-
erty after social transfers in 2016. However,
employment status has an impact on the inci-
dence of in-work poverty in North Macedonia,
and the self-employed are the group at highest
risk of being affected. Among employed work-
ers, those who are employed part-time are the
most hit by in-work poverty. The length of their
contract also influences the rate of in-work
poverty. In-work poverty among employees on
temporary contracts stood at 5.9% in 2016,
while the rate was 4.8% for those on permanent
contracts. Since 2012, temporary employment
has increased by 16.2%. However, part-time
employment is to a large extent involuntary:
Labour Force Survey data for 2017 show that
in 63% of cases, the main reason for working
part-time was the lack of alternative jobs.3?

Although informal employment declined after
2013 to 18.1% in 2017, it still represents a sig-
nificantissue for the Macedonian labour market,
especially among low-skilled workers.®* There-
fore, this last group is at high risk of precarious-
ness. Furthermore, part-time workers’ high risk
of in-work poverty is also the result of the precar-
ious conditions of their work.® Self-employed
workers, too, are subject to precariousness.

Precariousness in North Macedonia also con-
cerns workers’ health and safety conditions.
Health and safety in the workplace are regulated
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by the Law on Occupational Safety and Health,
whose fundamental principle is "the principle
of prevention of occupational injuries, occu-
pational diseases and work-related illnesses".
Between 2007 and 2010, the law was applied
relatively little, but its application increased over
time, thanks to the introduction of legal entities
responsible for conducting risk-assessment
evaluations and implementing the law’s provi-
sions.® More recently, the recruitment of addi-
tional inspectors has had a moderately positive
impact on the capacity to administer health and
safety at work. However, according to the Euro-
pean Commission, legislation has not been suf-
ficiently implemented. In 2019, CSOs reported
141 workplace injuries of which 22 were fatal.®”

In 2018, the gender employment gap in North
Macedonia stood at over 20%, higher than that
in all except one EU country.®® With the collabo-
ration of the European Gender Equality Institute,
North Macedonia introduced its first Gender
Equality Indexin2019, based on2015 data. From
this report it appears that performance in terms of
the gender power balance is satisfactory, partly
thanks to the gender quota for members of par-
liament introduced 17 years ago. But significant
gender inequalities persist, especially inincome,
earnings and the sharing of household responsi-
bilities. Overall, the 2015 Gender Equality Index
for North Macedonia, at 62, is below the average
index for the EU-28, which is 66.2.%° North Mace-
donia’s 2017 gender pay gap was 12.5%. When
taking into consideration characteristics such as
education, years of service, age and occupation
profile, this gap increases to 17.3%. When only

people who have completed primary education
are considered, the gap is 28%.%°

Patriarchal gender roles are imposed in many
households in North Macedonia, especially
among the Roma and Albanian ethnic minori-
ties. The incidence increases further for ethnic
minorities in rural areas.*' These gender roles
resultin women spending seven times as much
time as men on domestic tasks.*? This stereo-
typical division of gender roles is mirrored in
the labour market, as some jobs are carried
out predominantly by women — and these are
among the least regulated and lowest paid.
Moreover, women are primarily employed in
lower-level positions. Female inactivity is also
influenced by ethnicity: 40% of Roma women
and 46% of Albanian women are inactive.*®

Measures to improve the work-life balance fo-
cus on maternity guarantees, paternity leave
and the childbirth allowance, the National Strat-
egy Group points out. Fathers have the right to
up to seven days of paid childbirth leave, al-
though this comes under a wider law that in-
cludes leave for other personal and family mat-
ters. Fathers are also entitled to take parental
leave not used by the mother. However, few fa-
thers use their paternity leave. Other measures
for work-life balance mentioned by the NSG
include mothers’ entitlement to a daily total of
1.5 hours of breaks during working hours for
breastfeeding until their child reaches the age
of one.** Also, workers are protected from over-
time and night work while pregnant and until
their child turns one, and this can be extended
until the child is three (Labour Law, article 64).
The National Strategy Group also mentions
some cases of unlawful changes to women’s
job roles at the end of their maternity leave.
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Homeless people, street children and housing
deprivation are the most visible forms of pov-
erty and social exclusion in North Macedonia.
The effectiveness of policy interventions aimed
at tackling housing deprivation is jeopardised
by the lack of official data and of comprehen-
sive assessments. Housing deprivation in the
country consists of substandard housing, lack
of housing affordability and housing insecuri-
ty.*s In 2017, according to Eurostat, 47.3% of
people in North Macedonia were living in over-
crowded dwellings, almost the double the EU
average for 2018.# The rate was 64.1% for that
part of the population at risk of poverty. In the
same year, 10.1% of the population suffered
from severe housing deprivation. That is, as
well as living in overcrowded conditions, they
were also affected by at least one of the follow-
ing factors: lack of a bath and a toilet; a leaking
roof; or a dwelling considered too dark. Finally,
11.7% of people in 2017 lived in households
that spent 40% or more of their equalised dis-
posable income on housing. The Roma minori-
ty is the ethnic group most affected by housing
deprivation. In 2016, 28% of the Roma com-
munity lived in inadequate housing.*” Another
aggravating element is massive internal and
external migration, caused by the weakness of
the national economy and high unemployment.
Migration results in a lack of decent and afford-
able housing in bigger cities and abandoned
housing stock in rural areas.*®

The government’s approach is defined in the
National Strategy for Reduction of Poverty and

Social Exclusion (2010-2020). The European
Social Policy Network points out that the doc-
ument defines a broad strategy for tackling
poverty and social exclusion and that it was
not accompanied by monitoring mechanisms,
nor did it have a fiscal scenario or budget.
Hence, its implementation could not be effec-
tively assessed.*® Housing is mentioned in the
document as one of the policy priorities, and
no specific objectives or indicators are men-
tioned. The overarching objective is to ‘achieve
standard and harmonised housing conditions
for the citizens which are considered socially
excluded in housing’.%°

GOOD PRACTICE
HABITAT MACEDONIA

Habitat Macedonia®' is a social enter-
prise formed by an NGO and two limit-
ed liability companies and is affiliated to
the global non-for-profit poverty housing
network Habitat for Humanity. lts mission
is to provide simple, decent and afford-
able housing solutions for those living in
poverty. Habitat Macedonia’s varied na-
ture is combined with a heterogeneous
portfolio of actions, which bring togeth-
er volunteer, construction, capacity-de-
velopment, community-development
and advocacy components. These raise
public awareness of the transformational
ability of decent housing. However, the
most original feature of the social enter-
prise’s operation is its partnership model
with microfinance entities.

45 ESPN (2019) National strategies to fight homelessness and housing exclusion — North Macedonia file:///C:/Users/User/Down-
loads/ESPN_MK_homelessness%20and%20housing%20exclusion_2019.pdf

46 Eurostat (2020) Housing Statistics https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Housing_statistics#Hous-

ing_quality

47 ESPN (2019) National strategies to fight homelessness and housing exclusion — North Macedonia file:///C:/Users/User/Down-
loads/ESPN_MK_homelessness%20and%20housing%20exclusion_2019.pdf

48 Habitat for humanity (2020) Country profile North Macedonia h

Macedonia.pdf

//www.habitat.org/si fault/fil North%2

49 ESPN (2019) National strategies to fight homelessness and housing exclusion — North Macedonia file:///C:/Users/User/Down-

I ESPN_MK_homelessness%20and%20housing%20excl

ion_2019.pdf

50 Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (2010) National Strategy on Alleviation of Poverty and Social Exclusion in the Republic of
Macedonia 2010-2020 https://mtsp.gov.mk/WBStorage/Files/strategy.pdf
51 Habitat for Humanity Macedonia (2020) What we do http://www.habitat.org.mk/?page=program


file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Housing_statistics#Housing_quality
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Housing_statistics#Housing_quality
file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
https://www.habitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/North Macedonia.pdf
https://www.habitat.org/sites/default/files/documents/North Macedonia.pdf
file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/ESPN_MK_homelessness and housing exclusion_2019.pdf
https://mtsp.gov.mk/WBStorage/Files/strategy.pdf
http://www.habitat.org.mk/?page=program

To carry out a green transition, North Macedo-
nia has made some progress towards harmon-
isation with EU standards. Since 2011, only a
few new laws on environmental issues have
been adopted. The environmental legislation
mostly consisted of the adoption of amend-
ments to existing laws and the development of
subsidiary legislation. The main motivation is
the need to meet the requirements of the EU
acquis. The speed of the process has not been
fast, and alignment of the legal framework with
the EU acquis remains at an early stage. A ma-
jor reason is limitations to the national capacity
for implementation,® and North Macedonia’s
technical and administrative capacity needs to
be improved. The country is preparing a climate
law and a comprehensive strategy on climate
action which are consistent with the EU 2030
framework. On the other hand, preparation of
the National Energy and Climate Plans in line
with obligations of the Energy Community is in
its final stages, as is the mainstreaming of cli-
mate action in other sectors. However, the Eu-
ropean Commission notes in its 2020 report on
North Macedonia that more efforts are needed
to implement the Paris Agreement.5?

Poverty remains a primary issue in North
Macedonia, as over 20% of population was at
risk of poverty in 2017. The percentage is very
similar even after social transfers have been
taken into account. Both indicators are around
5 percentage points above the EU average.®

In the view of National Strategy Group, North
Macedonia has made considerable progress
in recent years to reduce poverty. The coun-
try is currently undergoing a comprehensive
reform of its social protection system, which
includes a complete reform of cash benefit
schemes, as well as changes in how services
are designed and delivered to beneficiaries. It
is expected that this reform will help better tar-
get children and families with children living in
poverty and that it will protect them more effec-
tively from the devastating effects of poverty,
the NSG states.

GOOD PRACTICE

MACEDONIA ANTI-POVERTY PLAT-
FORM (MAPP)

In early 2020, a new initiative was
launched to give a stronger voice to
young people, who The MAPP% is a net-
work dedicated to the fight against pov-
erty, which is part of the European an-
ti-poverty network. Its actions to mitigate
poverty and its effects include advocacy
and lobbying, research and analysis and
concrete interventions. Among other doc-
uments, the MAPP produces the Pover-
ty Watch reports, communication tools
that aim to describe key developments
and trends on poverty. They assess the
impact of the EU, identify the key issues
that have an impact on people in poverty
and propose solutions. The approach of
the MAPP is a participatory one: it strives
to involve people experiencing poverty in
decision-making processes that directly
concern them.
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Overall, the organization of healthcare in North
Macedonia is based on a well-established
health system and network of public health
services with good geographic distribution.
However, differences exist at regional level for
access to ambulatory specialists and health-
care at secondary level. The health network
was introduced in 1991 with the goal of partial-
ly incorporating private healthcare actors into
the public health system. Their role within the
system is to provide health services — which
are purchased by the Health Insurance Fund
—when the public system is insufficient. Social
discrepancies also affect healthcare in North
Macedonia. Almost one-third of all health ser-
vices are paid for out of pocket, so these have
a big impact on inequalities in terms of unmet
needs.®® The National Strategy Group speci-
fies that access to social protection, including
healthcare, is guaranteed to asylum seekers,
people who have been given asylum status
and people with subsidiary protection.

A lack of medical staff, particularly specialists,
and the underuse of technologically advanced
medical equipment are other major issues for
the national health system. To mitigate health
inequalities, a programme has been activated
that targets mainly the Roma community, peo-
ple living in remote areas, people living with
HIV/AIDS, drug users and people with disabil-
ities. The Roma community encounters sever-
al obstacles in accessing health services.? It
should be noted that the performance of health
services in Macedonia over the past decade
has been hard to assess due to a lack of qual-
ity statistics and data.>® The National Strategy
Group also mentions the introduction of an
electronic health data management system in
2013 as a positive innovation that, among oth-
er things, substantially reduced waiting times
for medical appointments. Despite its weak-
nesses, the healthcare system of North Mace-
donia responded well to the initial outbreak of
Covid-19 in March 2020. Nevertheless, a sec-
ond wave hit the country in the summer, and
the system came under considerable stress.°
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Based on the results of the monitor realised by
CIVICUS, civic space in North Macedonia can
be defined as narrowed. The National Strategy
Group recognises the efforts of previous gov-
ernments to involve civil society organisations
in decision-making processes. Specifically,
the NSG mentions the creation of the Code of
Good Practice for Participation of the Civil So-
ciety in Policy Making Processes as relevant
progress. However, there is a strong need to
update this document in the coming years, as it
was part of the Strategy for Cooperation of the
Government with the Civil Sector 2012-2017.
Some criticisms were raised about the lack of
implementation of this strategy, especially by
local governments.

The legal framework for freedom of associ-
ation was elaborated by a working group in
the Ministry of Justice with the participation
of prominent members of civil society. It was
introduced in 2010 and is formally defined
in Article 10 of the Law on Associations and
Foundations. The law is harmonised with the
European Convention on Human Rights and,
in most part, with the Fundamental Principles
on the Status of Non-Governmental Organi-
zations in Europe adopted by the Council of
Europe. However, its implementation in prac-
tice still remains a challenge. In 2017 a sub-
stantial number of cases were reported of in-
direct pressure, inspections and obstruction
on the part of the institutions. In fact, the law
does not include a regulation on protection

from involvement of third parties.®® Recently
some changes have been introduced through
the Law for Public Gatherings and the Law on
Police, which are not in line with legislation or
with the nature of civil society activities.®" Ac-
cording to the National Strategy Group, these
dispositions are a threat to the right of peaceful
assembly.

Concerning freedom of speech, North Mace-
donia is 92nd in the 2020 World Press Free-
dom Index ranking elaborated by Reporters
Without Borders, three positions higher than
the previous year and with a score improved by
0.38 points. The national report by Reporters
Without Borders points out that, although the
current government has ceased to finance ad-
vertising of its actions, municipalities have not,
and this remains a limitation to press freedom
and a form of pressure. Furthermore, senior
government officials demonstrate a tendency
to threaten and insult journalists. The number
of physical attacks on journalists has declined,
but there is a growing practice of cyberbullying
and verbal abuse.®?

Social dialogue in North Macedonia is weak,
as is the role of social partners. Trade union
membership is decreasing in parallel with
unions’ capacity to represent workers’ rights. In
the private sector, bipartite social dialogue is
poor, and social partners do not contribute to
the reinforcement of collective agreements.®®
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The Covid-19 pandemic has worsened exist-
ing inequalities and weaknesses in the Dutch
social security system. The underinsurance
of the ever-growing number of lone self-em-
ployed workers (ZZPers) has left many of them
in a precarious position. The National Strate-
gy Group (NSG) also identifies the lack of af-
fordable (social) housing, both for renters and
aspiring buyers, as one of the most pressing
issues in the Netherlands. Like the Europe-
an Commission, our NSG is also concerned
by the growing shortage of qualified health-
care workers, which the current pandemic
has made even more acute. In addition, it also
points out the increasing decentralisation of
public (social) services, including the integra-
tion of newcomers, youth care, mental health-
care and guidance for people receiving social

GINI index’ 27.4
Unemployment? 3.8%

Selected indicators on the state of social rights

1 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income: htt

72.1 (2019)

assistance. Shifting these responsibilities from
the national to the municipal level risks creat-
ing inequalities in terms of access and quality
of service between municipalities. Though we
see some positive developments in domestic
taxation, the Netherlands remains a tax haven,
allowing billions in tax revenue to be funnelled
out of other European Union member states
each year. Finally, civic space in the Nether-
lands shows contrasting trends. Despite the
Covid-19 measures, the country experienced
a wave of mass protests. At the same time,
authorities have struggled to protect public
safety during these demonstrations, which
sometimes turned violent. Furthermore, jour-
nalists and politicians are facing increasing
threats and attacks, especially from right-wing
extremist groups.
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The National Strategy Group for the Nether-
lands, led by Humanitas, reports that the Dutch
tax system was simplified in 2020, a reform that
had originally been planned for 2021. Under the
new system, the two lowest tax brackets will be
merged into one, and the general tax credit and
tax credit for workers will be increased. Overall,
this is expected to reduce tax pressure on low
and middle incomes. The reform is furthermore
intended to incentivise labour market partici-
pation — or to ‘make work pay’, as the govern-
ment puts it.” In addition, new tax benefits to
promote climate-friendly behaviour have been
introduced. This has become especially rele-
vant since the Urgenda Foundation sued the
Dutch state for not doing enough to limit CO2
emissions. It won the case, and the Supreme
Court ordered the state to make true on its com-
mitment to reduce emissions by 25% by 2020
compared to 1990 levels.® The new measures
promote the use of bicycles and electric cars for
commuting, make fossil fuels more expensive
and encourage energy-efficient home improve-
ments such as isolation and the installation
of solar panels. Our National Strategy Group
points out that these benefits will likely benefit
mid- and high-income households the most,
as they have the means to renovate their own
homes, as well as employment conditions that
provide for an electric company car or bicycle.
However, despite these positive developments
in domestic taxation, the Netherlands contin-
ues to be a tax haven. Its tolerance of aggres-
sive tax-planning schemes is estimated by the

European Parliament to cost other EU Member
States about EUR 11 billion annually in lost tax
revenue.®

Precarious work continues to be a critical
problem in the Dutch labour market. Vulnera-
ble groups, such as young people, low-edu-
cated people, migrants and women are prone
to working under precarious conditions, such
as temporary contracts and temp-jobs. In the
2019 Social Rights Monitor, the National Strat-
egy Group for the Netherlands already drew at-
tention to the worrying trend of bogus self-em-
ployment in the Netherlands. Workers are
increasingly encouraged (or forced) to become
‘self-employed’, only to be hired for jobs that
were previously done by traditional employees,
but with less protection and social security.
Since then, the number of lone self-employed
workers (ZZPers) has increased, to 1.125 mil-
lion (one-eighth of the working population)
at the beginning of 2020. If we also consider
part-time self-employed workers, the number
reaches 1.8 million.™

Because of the precarious nature of their em-
ployment and the sectors in which many ZZ-
Pers are active, this group was hit especially
hard by the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic.
By April already, 324,000 self-employed work-
ers had requested government support.’ The
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government has made EUR 2.45 billion avail-
able to support ZZPers’ income, up to a maxi-
mum of EUR 1,500 a month.'? In a letter to 140
municipalities, experts warn that many of the
self-employed will be in financial difficulties as
soon as the government supportends.They fear
that a wave of debt will bankrupt many self-em-
ployed people and that municipalities are not
prepared.” In addition, the National Strategy
Group expects that the Covid-19 pandemic will
worsen the rising trend of in-work-poverty.

In January 2020, a new law entered into force,
aiming to create more balance in the labour
market by reducing the differences between
traditional and flexible work contacts (Wet Ar-
beidsmarkt in Balans - WAB). The law reduces
the social security benefits employers pay for
permanent employees while at the same time
providing more security for flexible workers
and payroll workers.'* This might come just in
time, as our National Strategy Group expects
the number of flex workers compared to tradi-
tional workers to increase for the foreseeable
future in response to the insecurity due to the
Covid-19 pandemic and the different contain-
ment measures put in place.

Gender equality is still not a reality in the Dutch
labour market, especially in higher-level posi-
tions. Research on the career paths of people
in management positions points towards the
high rate of part-time work amongst women
as one of the factors preventing women from

reaching top positions. As part-time work is
widely accepted in the Dutch labour market,
the research finds that holding a mid-level
management position as a part-time worker
(28-34 hours a week) poses no problem, but
that for top positions full-time commitment (at
least 40 hours a week) is the norm.' In 2013,
the government introduced a target of 30% for
the representation of women on the boards
of directors and boards of commissioners of
private businesses. In 2020, the number of
women in these positions rose, but the per-
centage was 26.7%, and the target was not
reached.® By 2021, 30% will become a legal
quota. Companies that have not reached 30%
will be obliged to fill any position on the board
that opens up with a woman.!” Another posi-
tive step towards more gender equality in the
labour market is the increase in parental leave.
From July 2020 onwards, the partner of the
parent giving birth can take an additional five
weeks of leave during the first six months of the
baby’s life, on top of the first week.'®

Up until the beginning of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, the Dutch economy showed robust
growth. The employment rate was at a record
high, and unemployment had never been
lower.™ Although the measures taken to con-
tain the spread of the virus in the Netherlands
have been less strict than in some other Eu-
ropean countries, their impact reinforced the
already-existing inequalities in the labour
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market and brought to light the weaknesses
of the social security system. The effect on the
labour market and people’s incomes was un-
precedented: between March and June 2020,
131,000 people lost their jobs, increasing the
number of unemployed workers by almost
half.2° The Central Bureau of Statistics points
out that from May to June unemployment rose
from 3.6% to 4.3%. In comparison, during the
2008-2009 financial crisis it took seven months
for the same increase to take place.

Precarious workers were hit disproportionally
by the negative employment effects of the cri-
sis. The National Strategy Group reports that
80% of flex workers with zero-hour contracts
lost many or even all of the working hours they
had. In addition, nearly one-third of people
working though temping agencies lost their job.
Many others are still employed only thanks to
the various support measures.

Overall, our National Strategy Group reports
that youth unemployment has been declin-
ing, and the gap with overall unemployment
has been shrinking. Nevertheless, at 6.7% in
2019, youth unemployment was still twice as
high as the overall figure. With many young
people working in the sectors hit hardest by
the Covid-19 measures, such as the hospital-
ity sector, this number is expected to rise again
in 2020. In the second quarter of 2020, unem-
ployment amongst 15-to-25-year-olds rose to

9.5%, compared to 3.8% for the overall pop-
ulation.?' Moreover, young people with small,
flexible jobs were not covered by the first two
rounds of Covid compensation measures. The
Covid-19 pandemic is also negatively impact-
ing young people’s careers, as it has interrupt-
ed internships, practical lessons and exams.

The Covid-19 pandemic has also had a wide-
spread effect on working conditions, which is
expected to last (at least partially) after the
pandemic is over. The need to socially distance
has accelerated the spread of flexible work-
ing times and places, including working from
home. Our National Strategy Group reports
that employers in general used to be rather
hesitant to let employees work from home, but
they now seem more open to the practice. Half
of Dutch office workers indicate they would like
to continue working from home for some days
of the week in the future.?

The first round of the government’s financial
response to Covid-19’s impact on the econo-
my supported the incomes of 2 million work-
ers. In return for the government covering up
to 90% of workers’ wages, companies making
use of this arrangement were not allowed to
lay off any staff. For the second round of sup-
port, stretching from June to September 2020
and extended into 2021, this requirement was
eased, which led to more people losing their
jobs over summer.23
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One of the most pressing issues according to
the National Strategy Group is the shortage of
affordable housing in the Netherlands. At the
moment there is a shortage of 4.2%, or 331,000,
of the total stock of housing units. To keep up
with population growth, and the consequent
demand for housing, 845,000 new housing
units will be needed by 2030.2* People buying
their first houses and those with lower incomes
especially face problems finding adequate and
affordable housing. A single person earning an
average income can now afford to buy one of
only 4.7% of the available houses. Despite the
economic downturn caused by Covid-19, hous-
ing prices are expected to continue rising.2* The
government aims to reduce the housing short-
age to 2% of the total housing stock by 2035.%

In the 2018-2019 academic year, 26,894 stu-
dents left school early. The government has
set new targets for each level of education to
reduce the annual total of early school-leavers
to a maximum of 20,000 by 2021. Schools that
achieve their target will receive a financial re-
ward.?” Looking back on previous crises, the

24 Rijksoverheid (2020). Staat van de woningmarkt 2020: htt
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National Strategy Group for the Netherlands
recognises a pattern in which an economic
downturn goes hand in hand with a rising num-
ber of early school-leavers, especially at the
lower levels of education. They fear the same
will happen in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis.

Despite a rising number of students graduating
with a higher-level diploma, there are concerns
about the deteriorating quality of education, es-
pecially in terms of its societal function of cre-
ating equal opportunities.?® Due to Covid-19,
schools and universities were temporarily
closed and classes moved online, which like-
ly exacerbated already-existing inequalities
between students. At this stage it is still too
early to say what the long-term effects of in-
creased remote learning will be. The National
Strategy Group points out that the cancellation
of the final test in primary schools has caused
around 14,000 primary school students to go
to a lower level of high school than they would
have under normal circumstances. This will
strongly impact their future academic and pro-
fessional careers. Especially students with a
migration background and those with poorer
and less-educated parents will be affected, in-
creasing inequality in the education system.?®

//www.rijksoverheid.nl

25 Trouw (2020) Bljna alle wonlngen zijn te duur voor mensen met modaal inkomen: https: ZZWWW trouw. nIZeQQanleZbl na- alle -wonin-

26 RI]kSOVGI’heId (2020) Staat van de woningmarkt 2020: https: //www rijksoverheid. nI/actueel/nleuws/2020/06/15/sta
at-van-de-woningmarki-2020
27 Rijksoverheid (2020). Maximaal 20.000 voortijdig schoolverlaters in 2021: htt
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GOOD PRACTICE

REMOVING UNNECESSARY GENDER
REGISTRATIONS

In order to promote gender equality, re-
spect all gender identities and prevent
(unconscious) gender discrimination,
the Dutch government has announced
that it will stop registering citizens’ sex
on identity documents. From 2024-2025,
citizens will no longer have an F, M or X
on their identity card. The registration of
sex on passports will remain, as this is
required by European law.*°

The National Strategy Group points to sever-
al difficulties arising from the decentralisation
of public services by shifting responsibility
from the national level to municipalities. The
problems include the integration of newcom-
ers, youth care, mental healthcare and guid-
ance for people receiving social assistance.

Decentralisation risks creating inequalities,
as citizens in some municipalities — where de-
mand for services might be lower or services
are simply more prioritised — enjoy better provi-
sion that those in others.

As of 2021, a new law on the integration (inbur-
gering) of newcomers will take effect. The pre-
vious system, in place since 2013, was based
on the principle of participation: a newcomer
in the Netherlands was personally responsi-
ble for finding a school and making sure they
completed their integration and Dutch-lan-
guage courses. In practice this resulted in
many low-quality language schools taking ad-
vantage of newcomers trying to fulfil their legal
integration requirements or even committing
fraud with the study grant available for the in-
tegration lessons.®! In the new decentralised
system, municipalities are tasked with offer-
ing each newcomer a tailor-made integration
process, which includes identifying a limited
number of qualified schools that newcomers
can pick from.*2 Expectations are that this will
not only put more pressure on local authorities,
but also lead to bigger differences between
municipalities.

30 NOS (2020). Sekse verdwijnt van Nederlandse identiteitskaarten: https:

landse-identiteitskaarten.html

31 Stoffelen, A. de Zwaan l., & van Uffelen X. (2020). BI] taalscholen voor |nburgeraars is frauderen wel heel makkelijk: https:/
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As well as Covid-19, the year 2020 was
marked by a wave of mass demonstrations in
the Netherlands. The National Strategy Group
especially highlights mass protests by farmers,
climate marches, the black-lives-matter move-
ment, protests against Covid-19 measures
and protests both against and in favour of the
traditional character Black Pete. The number of
protests has risen in recent years,*® as has their
impact on public life. The NSG points out that
protestors are choosing increasingly impactful
ways of demonstrating, for example farmers
driving their tractors through city centres and
blocking highways.** During these demonstra-
tions, authorities struggled to protect public
safety, as rules were regularly neglected by
protest organisers. The Dutch government
has made exceptions to the pandemic mea-
sures limiting public gatherings, stating that,
“authorities uphold the right to demonstrate,
provided Covid-19 measures are respected by
demonstrators.”®

GOOD PRACTICE
COALITIEY

In early 2020, a new initiative was
launched to give a stronger voice to
young people, who are notoriously un-
derrepresented in traditional civil society
organisations. Coalitie Y, a coalition of
trade unions, politicians, student asso-
ciations and other youth organisations,
launched a manifesto to address the
issues facing young people in the Neth-
erlands, such as precarious work con-
tracts, shortage of housing and increas-
ing student debt.**

Although the freedom of the Dutch press is
generally well-protected by law, journalists
are facing increasing threats and harassment
both online and in person.®” Many of the threats
come from right-wing extremists and conspir-
acy theorists who believe the media and poli-
ticians are spreading fake news. The national
news broadcaster, NOS, has even removed its
logo from satellite vans to stop journalists and
technical staff from being threatened and ha-
rassed.® Finally, the rate of trade union mem-
bership in the Netherlands is in decline: from
2017 to 2019, the number of trade union mem-
bers decreased by 6%. Amongst young people
(under 25) the decrease was 29%.%

33 NOS (2019). Steeds meer demonstraties in Nederland, maar hoeveel zin hebben die eigenlijk? https://nos.nl/l/2307693
34 NOS (2019). Weer een week vol boerenprotest: een overzicht van de acties: https://nos.nl/artikel/2306007-weer-een-week-vol-

renpr n-overzicht-van- .html

35 Rijksoverheid (2020). Gedeeltelijke lockdown om besmettingen terug te dringen: https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieu-
ws/2020/10/13/gedeeltelijke-lockdown-om-besmettingen-terug-te-dringen

36 Coalitie-Y (2020). CU en jongerenorganisaties slaan handen ineen. :
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37 Reporters without borders (2020). Netherlands: https://rsf.org/en/netherlands
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The European Commission’s Country Specific
Recommendations for the Netherlands refer
to one of the main issues raised by the NSG,
the status of self-employed workers.*® They
recommend protecting these workers better
against sickness, disability, unemployment
and old age. SOLIDAR agrees that self-em-
ployed workers, just like all workers and peo-
ple, should be protected by adequate social
protection. But this recommendation does not
address the underlying problem of jobs that
were previously done by traditional workers in-
creasingly being outsourced to false self-em-
ployed workers. The recommendations do
refer to the shortage of healthcare workers re-
sulting from previous budget cuts and a rapid-
ly aging labour force.*' But, regretfully, they do
not address the pressure put on local govern-
ments to provide an increasing number of so-
cial (care) services. Without adequate support

from the national level, this situation is bound
to aggravate regional inequalities, as munici-
palities with more people needing assistance
will not be able to provide the quality of service
needed.

The recommendations for the Netherlands
briefly mention a need for more investment in
housing. However, SOLIDAR considers this to
be insufficient, as the shortage of adequate af-
fordable housing, for both renters and aspiring
buyers, is identified as an absolute priority by
our National Strategy Group. Finally, SOLIDAR
is pleased to see that the recommendations
encourage the Netherlands to curb aggressive
tax-planning schemes. If implemented well, a
decline in these schemes could contribute to
higher tax revenues in other European coun-
tries and rebalance the ratio between taxes on
labour and capital.

40 European Commission (2020). Country Specific Recommendations — The Netherlands 2020: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/le-

I-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52020D from=EN
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SERBIA

In recent years, Serbia's economic growth has
been robust. Annual real GDP growth acceler-
ated significantly to 4.3% in 2018 and remained
stable between 2019 and the beginning of
2020. Per capita GDP in purchasing power
terms increased - albeit slightly — between
2009 and 2019. Nevertheless, the income gap
with the EU has remained broadly unchanged
over the last decade. As with all countries in
Europe, the Covid-19 pandemic is expected to
slow down the pace of GDP growth." The level
of people at risk of poverty and social exclusion
has been decreasing slowly but steadily over
the past few years. However, the level remains
much higher than the EU average.? Similarly,
a positive trend can be observed in youth un-
employment, which has been decreasing over
the past decade but is still more than double
the EU average.® Youth unemployment is one
of the major socio-economic issues in the
country and among the root causes of Serbia’s
brain drain. Precariousness, especially in the

form of agency employment, is another major
issue affecting the labour market.

The National Strategy Group points out that
the inclusion of migrants, asylum seekers and
refugees is still a prominent topic in the coun-
try. They face various kinds of obstacles to
complete and adequate inclusion in Serbian
society. The NSG points out that Covid-19 has
complicated the matter and mentions some
alarming episodes. There were parliamentary
elections in 2020, which were initially planned
for April but were moved to June because of
the state of emergency. The Serbian Progres-
sive Party won over 60% of the vote in one
of the most controversial elections in the Re-
public of Serbia. The opposition boycotted the
elections, claiming they would not be free and
fair amid President Aleksandar Vuéié's grip on
power.* Strong concerns were raised by CSOs
over the state of civic space and fundamental
freedoms.

1 European Commission (2020) Commission Staff Working Document Serbia 2020 Report https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood

nlargement/si near/fil | rt_2020.pdf
2 Eurostat (2020) People at risk of poverty or social exclusion https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/t2020_50/default/
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights

EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

INCLUSION OF MIGRANTS

Migration into and out of the Republic of Ser-
bia has been turbulent over recent decades.
During the 1990s, migration consisted main-
ly of refugees from the former Yugoslavia or
Kosovo, as well as Serbs moving to Western
Europe and North America. More recently, a
new type of migration has emerged, as people
from Asia and Africa arrive in the country. In the
light of such developments, the government re-
alised that the fragmentation of migration man-
agement was an issue. It therefore adopted the
Migration Management Strategy (RS Official
Gazette, No. 59/09) in 2009 and the Law on
Migration Management (Official Gazette of RS,
No. 107/12), which were intended to increase
the coordination of migration management
and establish comprehensive and continuous
monitoring of migration flows.

5 Eurostat (2020). Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income:

The Serbian legal framework for migration
foresees assistance for the inclusion of mi-
grants in society and access to basic services
such as education, housing and employment.
Nevertheless, the National Strategy Group for
Serbia points out a series of issues around the
regulation of migration. In 2018, a new Law on
Foreigners (Official Gazette of RS no.24/2018)
was approved. The law makes it possible for
undocumented immigrants or those whose
documents do not meet the requirements de-
fined by Serbian law to be granted a temporary
residence permit if this is in accordance with
the interests of the Republic of Serbia or for
humanitarian reasons.'? Although the National
Strategy Group welcomes this introduction, it
underlines that Serbia does not have a clear
definition of a tolerated, informal stay and that
this regulatory hole can lead to uneven treat-
ment of certain categories of undocumented

dataset=ilc_di12

6 Eurostat (2020). Unemployment by sex and age: annual data: https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_
rt_a&lang=en

7 European Institute for Gender Equality (2020). Gender Equality Index: https:
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9 Eurostat (2020). Overcrowding rate by age, sex and poverty status — total population: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/
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immigrants and the risk of violating human
rights. Furthermore, the NSG highlights that,
even though the Law on Asylum and Temporary
Protection (Official Gazette of RS, No. 24/18)
obliges the Republic of Serbia to provide the
right to asylum and to enable the naturalization
of refugees, it does not provide specific guid-
ance in this direction.

The Ministry of Education, Science and Tech-
nological Development has established the
ENIC / NARIC Centre, a specific unit in the
Agency for Qualification that is in charge of
recognizing foreign certificates for education
and other qualifications. This is of fundamental
importance to the inclusion of migrants in the
educational system and labour market.'®* How-
ever, the NSG notices that asylum seekers
and refugees very often do not hold the orig-
inal versions of their diplomas, which causes
problems in the recognition process and for job
searches. To assist migrants in accessing the
labour market as an integral part of the integra-
tion process, Serbian authorities in December
2016 enacted a Decree on the Integration of
Foreigners Granted Asylum in Social, Cultural
and Economic Life (Integration Decree).' Per-
sons under subsidiary protection and asylum
seekers who have been waiting for a decision
on their asylum request for at least nine months
have the right to obtain a temporary work per-
mit.”® The National Strategy Group stresses
that the administrative fees for work permits
represent an obstacle for people who find
themselves in a precarious economic situation.

The Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran
and Social Affairs oversees the regulations on
social welfare for persons seeking or granted

13 Enic-Naric.net (n.a.) Serbia https://www.enic-naric.net

asylum and has elaborated a Rulebook on So-
cial Welfare for Persons Seeking or Granted
Asylum (RSW).'® According to this rulebook,
people seeking or granted asylum may receive
monthly financial aid if they are not housed in
an asylum centre and if they and their family
members either do not receive an income or
their income is lower than the threshold re-
quired by the rulebook. Therefore, this rule-
book only allows social welfare to be provided
to persons residing in private accommodation.
This could be considered counterintuitive, as
people staying in such accommodation usually
enjoy a better financial situation.'”

The National Strategy Group reports that
some worrying episodes concerning the
management of refugees and asylum seek-
ers have taken place since the beginning of
the Covid-19 emergency. On 6 May 2020, the
Health Ministry adopted the Order Restricting
Movement on Roads Leading to Asylum and
Reception Centre Facilities and Grounds.'®
This prohibits refugees, asylum seekers and
irregular migrants from leaving asylum and
reception centres. A number of CSOs filed an
appeal with the Serbian Constitutional Court
to review the constitutionality and legality of
the order, as they claimed that it does not re-
spect the proportionality principle and that it
constitutes an unwarranted restriction of peo-
ple’s right to liberty and security. These CSOs
specified that the state of emergency in Serbia
had already been lifted before the order was in-
troduced and that no medical explanation had
been given by authorities to justify the new rule.
Furthermore, the CSOs noted that many of the
centres affected by the order were overcrowd-
ed and had substandard hygiene.™

14 Decree on the Integration of Foreigners Granted Asylum in Social, Cultural and Economic Life, Official Gazette, no. 101/16 and

56/18

15 Employment of Foreigners Act, Official Gazette of the RS, no. 128/2014.
16 Rulebook on Social Welfare for Persons Seeking or Granted Asylum, Official Gazette no. 44/2008.

17 AID; ECRE (2020) Social Welfare — Serbia https://www.
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18 Official Gazette of the RS, No. 66/2020,"Order on the restriction of movement at the entry points to the open space and the

facilities of the reception centres for migrants and asylum centres"

19 Belgrade Centre for Human Rights (2020) Initiative Filed with the Constitutional Court to review the Constitutionality and
Legality of the Order Restrlctmg Movement on Roads Leadlng to Asylum and Receptlon Centre Facﬂltles and Grounds ttp [/w
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Another episode concerned a public tender
to purchase 2.5 tons of razor wire to construct
fences around migrant reception centres and
accommodation centres for asylum seekers.
The request for quotations was published on
the Ministry of Defence website on 15 May
2020. Based on the information on the official
website, iron posts and galvanised tying wire
were also procured. In addition, the Ministry
disclosed that the Serbian armed forces had
been given a task not typically performed in
times of peace, which was to secure the mi-
grant centres.®® In response, Info Park, the
Initiative for Economic and Social Rights A11
and the Psychosocial Innovations Network PIN
issued a joint statement?' calling on the Min-
istry of Defence to withdraw the procurement
tender for the razor wire and other materials.

Education in Serbia shows some improve-
ments, but the skills mismatch is still high.
Public expenditure on education was around
3.1% of GDP in 2018, while the EU average
was around 5%. The 2018 PISA assessment
showed that Serbian students' performance
was below the OECD average in all areas as-
sessed.?? The rate of early school leavers in
Serbia has been decreasing since 2010, when
it was 8.3%, and it stood at 6.6% in 2019. This
was below the EU-28 average of 10.3%. In
addition, there are no gender imbalances, as
both sexes register the same percentage of
early leavers.2® Furthermore, enrolment and

attainment rates in pre-university education re-
main high.

However, this is not the case for early childhood
education and care, as still only half of children
aged between six months and 6.5 years attend
this type of service. The educational (and em-
ployment) situation in Serbia is characterised
by a brain drain, which is, together with a neg-
ative demographic trend, among the causes
of the reduction in the student population.*
According to research conducted by the cab-
inet of the minister without portfolio responsi-
ble for demography and population policy, the
share of university students planning to seek
a job in Germany is 24.2% (of 2,700 universi-
ty students). The next most popular countries
include Switzerland, Austria, and the United
States. However, more than half of students
(51.6%) would not leave Serbia if they were
provided with a job opportunity linked to their
field of study. Furthermore, about 15% would
stay in the country if they were provided with
resources to start their own business.? This
trend was confirmed by the Alternative Report
on the Position and Needs of Youth in Serbia,
conducted by the National Youth Council of
Serbia (KOMS). According to this report, the
majority of the young and educated workers
interviewed go abroad because their knowl-
edge is more valued outside their country.?®
The National Strategy Group also comments
that, due to corruption in the educational sys-
tem (e.g., fake diplomas), young people do not
feel incentivised to study. It adds that, as a con-
sequence of the skills mismatch in the labour
market, young people decide to leave school

20 EURACTIV (2020) BELGRADE - Mlmstry buys 2.5 tons of razor- wrre to fence off mlgrant centers ttps //www.euractiv.com/
2

21 Info Park (2020) Razor wire for refugees and mlgrants an end of the humamtarlan approach

foparkserbia/posts/razor-wire-for-refugees-and-migrants-an-end-of-the-humanitarian- approachbelgrade/Z895253903862188/
22 European Commission (2020) Commission Staff Working Document Serbia 2020 Report hitps://ec.europa.eu/neighbour-

h -enlargement/sites/near/fil rt_2020.pdf

J/Iwww. f m/in-

23 Eurostat (2020) Early leavers from edtjcation and training by sex and labour status https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/

view, _Ifse_14/defaul le?lang=en

24 European Commission (2020) Commission Staff Working Document Serbia 2020 Report https://ec.europa.eu/neighbour-

hood-enlargement/sites/near/files/serbia_report_2020.pdf

25 Pavlovi¢, D., Bjelica, D, & Domazet, I.(2019). What Characteristics in the Youth Labour Market of Serbia Are Likely to Result in

Employment? hitp://idn.org.r tanovnistvo/in

TNV/article/view.

26 KOMS (2019) AIternatlve Report on the Posmon and Needs of Youth in the Republlc of Serbia ttps //koms. dpmedla rs/



https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/belgrade-ministry-buys-2-5-tons-of-razor-wire-to-fence-off-migrant-centres/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/short_news/belgrade-ministry-buys-2-5-tons-of-razor-wire-to-fence-off-migrant-centres/
https://www.facebook.com/infoparkserbia/posts/razor-wire-for-refugees-and-migrants-an-end-of-the-humanitarian-approachbelgrade/2895253903862188/
https://www.facebook.com/infoparkserbia/posts/razor-wire-for-refugees-and-migrants-an-end-of-the-humanitarian-approachbelgrade/2895253903862188/
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/serbia_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/serbia_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_14/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/edat_lfse_14/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/serbia_report_2020.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/serbia_report_2020.pdf
http://idn.org.rs/ojs3/stanovnistvo/index.php/STNV/article/view/350
https://koms.dpmedia.rs/baza/2020/09/24/alternative-report-about-the-position-and-needs-of-the-youth-in-republic-of-serbia-2020-summary/
https://koms.dpmedia.rs/baza/2020/09/24/alternative-report-about-the-position-and-needs-of-the-youth-in-republic-of-serbia-2020-summary/

earlier than they had planned, as they believe
they will not be able to pursue the career they
studied for.

Unfortunately, youth unemployment is also a
major issue in Serbia. The rate of youngsters
aged 15-29 who are unemployed has been
steadily decreasing since 2011: it has almost
halved since then, from 42.0% to 21.6% in
2019. But it is still more than twice the aver-
age rate in the EU-28 (10.7%).2” The inactivi-
ty rate for the same age group was over 70%
in 2019.2¢ Moreover, young people not in ed-
ucation, employment or training (NEETS) rep-
resented 15.3% of the population aged 15-24
in 2019, more than 5 percentage points above
the averages for the EU-27, EU-28 and euro ar-
ea.? ltis therefore not surprising that one of the
main reasons why six out of 10 young people
wish to move out of the country is the situation

in the labour market. Based on the KOMS sur-
vey, young people are also penalised by doing
undeclared work, which leaves them with no
social or economic guarantees and is among
the reasons why they decide to build their fu-
tures abroad.*

The National Strategy Group mentions the
National Youth Strategy 2015-2025 as one of
the main policies put in place in the last years
to combat youth unemployment. The focus of
the strategy is to increase youth entrepreneur-
ship and strengthen youths’ skills to help them
access the labour market more successfully.®!
Nevertheless, the National Strategy Group no-
tices that the policy has yielded results in terms
of increased flexibility on the part of young
people to work outside their area of choice, but
it has not improved the situation of youth em-
ployment structurally.
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Working conditions in Serbia, like in many other
European countries, have been greatly impact-
ed by the Covid-19 pandemic. Employers have
been required to guarantee safe working con-
ditions to their employees and to activate tele-
working whenever possible. In all other cases
alternative solutions have been encouraged,
such as working in shifts and night work.*? Af-
ter the state of emergency was lifted, the Crisis
Headquarters for the suppression of Infectious
Disease Covid-19 held its 20th session in April
2020. This issued a conclusion recommend-
ing that all business entities continue to oper-
ate at full capacity, while applying preventive
measures to ensure the safety of employees
and service users.® Yet, the National Strate-
gy Group specifies that it is still necessary to
monitor whether everyone is adhering to the
general safety and hygiene measures in the
workspace and whether the rights of the work-
ers are being respected in full.

During these unprecedented times, a partic-
ularly serious episode was been reported in
the media. Workers employed in the South
Korean cable and harnessing manufactur-
ing company Yura Corporation reported that
health and safety measures in the workplace
were not respected, as the work environment
was overcrowded. Nevertheless, the Ministry
of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social
Affairs conducted three inspections and con-
cluded that Yura Corporation had respected all
the measures required.* The NSG reports that
the situation escalated when the Yura plant in

Leskovac became a coronavirus hotspot. The
Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and
Social Affairs published an analysis of work
during the state of emergency, from which it
emerged that the Labour Inspection performed
1,572 inspections, of which 644 were request-
ed by employees, or 41% of the total number
of inspections.®

GOOD PRACTICE

PIN - PSYCHOSOCIAL INNOVATION
NETWORK

The Psychosocial Innovation Network3®
is a Serbian NGO that strives to es-
tablish and promote a multisector, evi-
dence-based, comprehensive, and ef-
ficient model of psychosocial support.
It engages beneficiaries, service pro-
viders, local communities, and policy-
makers in the creation of systemic and
sustainable solutions for mental health
protection and improvement. During the
Covid-19 pandemic, the organization
carried out its activities online, including
its psychosocial support for migrants. In
this way, it was able to keep delivering its
projects during the crisis, while protect-
ing its staff against infection. Since the
Covid-19 outbreak, PIN —in collaboration
with UNFPA Serbia and with the support
of the German Embassy in Belgrade —
has been offering psychosocial support
for Covid-19 patients and care workers
to overcome psychological difficulties
caused by the coronavirus pandemic.
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The percentage of precarious workers in the
Republic of Serbia increased from 2.2% in
2010 to 8.0% in 2019, after peaking at 10.1%
in 2017. Despite the slight decrease since
2017, the rate of precarious workers in 2019
was more than three times that of the EU-27.%"
Workers employed through an agency are a
category of precarious worker that is quite
widespread in Serbia and that has not been
regulated for a long time. The first private em-
ployment agencies were introduced in 2009
and there were 90 by 2016. These data are in
line with the decreasing trend of full-timework
on a contract without a fixed term, which went
from 89% of jobs in 2009 to 78% in 2015. The
lack of regulation has favoured the spread of
private employment agencies, and evidence
shows that workers rights have been violated
in this unregulated environment. Some work-
ers are not adequately paid for overtime work
and night shifts, and very often they do not
receive maternity or sick leave or compensa-
tion in case of occupational accidents or dis-
eases.® A positive change came on 1 March
2020 with the adoption of the Law on Agency
Employment. The positive contribution of the
new law is that it clearly defines who can be
hired via an agency and under what conditions
—for instance, agencies are not allowed to offer
temporary contracts. It will also help to monitor
the number and the conditions of agency con-
tracts. However, experts claim that risk factors
still exist. Specifically, the law does not define
a limit for the number of workers that can be
hired on agency contracts for companies with
more than 50 workers. This can harm both the
workers directly involved and the labour market
as a whole, as it can dangerously increase the

spread of the practice, destabilising the labour
market. The status of agency workers is not in
line with that of full-time regular employees in
terms of employment rights.®®

In 2016 Serbia was the first country outside
the EU to introduce the Gender Equality In-
dex elaborated by EIGE. This instrument al-
lows gender equality issues to be identified.
The latest report was issued in 2018 and used
2016 data. According to that report, Serbia's
gender equality that year was 55.8, a 3.4-point
improvement on the 2016 report, which used
2014 data. Despite the improvement in Ser-
bia's score, its position in the ranking with all
the EU countries did not change: it remained
22nd. Despite a slight increase in the score
concerning the work sphere, work segregation
became worse than the previous time.* The
gender gap in employment was 9.6% in 2018,
more than 5 percentage points below the EU
average.*' Nevertheless, the employment rate
for men (15-64 years) was 12.8 percentage
points higher than that for women, and men’s
activity rate was 13.6 percentage points high-
er than women’s. Some of the causes of fe-
male inactivity in Serbia are unpaid work in the
household, the wage gap and employers' dis-
criminatory treatment of young women.*

In principle, equality in the Serbian labour
market is granted under the Labour Law, the
Law on Equality between Sexes, the Gender
Equality Law, and the Law on the Prohibition
of Discrimination, which forbids discrimination
on any grounds against employees and can-
didates for employment. Nevertheless, in the
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National Strategy Group's view, based on what
emerged from the above-mentioned report,
Serbia lacks adequate implementation to pre-
vent and address gender-based discrimination
at work, and this fight is not among the gov-
ernment’s priorities. Goals and measures to
promote gender equality in Serbia are defined
by the umbrella National Strategy for Gender
Equality (2016-2020).* The National Strategy
Group points out that a new gender equality
law has been discussed for some time, and it
is expected to be introduced soon, according
to Deputy Prime Minister Zorana Mihajlovic,
who is also President of the Coordination Body
for Gender Equality of the Republic of Ser-
bia.** This body, which has been active since
2014, is a national coordination mechanism for
gender equality issues with a mandate to co-
ordinate the work of state administration bod-
ies and other institutions to improve gender
equality. Since the Covid-19 outbreak, it has
also supported regional dialogue over a gen-
der-sensitive response to the crisis. Another
instrument that can help Serbia achieve gen-
der equality is the project 'Key Steps towards
Gender Equality', which is implemented jointly
by the Coordination Body for Gender Equali-
ty, the Ministry of European Integration and
the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality
and the Empowerment of Women (UN Wom-
en), with the financial support of the EU Dele-
gation to Serbia. The project aims to help the
government effectively implement EU laws on
gender equality, as well as the National Strat-
egy for Gender Equality 2016-2020. The proj-
ect also aims to improve the position of women
and support local communities in meeting their

gender equality obligations. The overall objec-
tive is to support the government’s efforts to
comply with national and international obliga-
tions and with the EU legislative framework on
gender equality.*> Although the National Strat-
egy Group considers the measures listed so
far to be satisfactory overall, and it states that
they are in line with EU law, it also underlines
inadequate cross-sectorial cooperation be-
tween institutions and ministries, which hinder
the implementation of such measures. Further-
more, the lack of obligation to transport nation-
al laws and regulations to the local level is also
identified as an issue.

Based on Eurofound's analyses, Serbia has
more problems related to work-life balance
than countries in the EU. According to its 2016
survey on the topic, 83% of respondents were
tootired from work to do household jobs at least
several times a month, which was much higher
than the EU-28 average of 59%. Similarly, 66%
of respondents in Serbia had difficulties in ful-
filling family responsibilities because of work at
least several times a month, compared to an
EU average of 38%. On the other hand, family
life negatively influenced the professional ca-
reers of 52% of the respondents in 2016, who
reported having difficulties in concentrating
on their job due to family problems. In the EU-
28, the figure was just 19% of respondents on
average. Eurofound reported no big differenc-
es between the genders concerning work-life
balance.*
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The housing situation in Serbia presents sev-
eral challenges. Firstly, 31.3% of the popu-
lation of is overburdened by housing costs:
they spend more than 40% of their equivalised
disposable income on housing expenses. The
Serbian figure is more than three times the EU-
27 average of 9.8%.4 Severe housing depri-
vation is another dimension in which Serbia
performs significantly worse than EU coun-
tries. Although the percentage of the popula-
tion suffering from severe housing deprivation
decreased between 2014 and 2018, it has al-
ways been far above the EU average. In 2019
the level increased again and reached 13.9%.
In the EU, only Slovakia performed worse, and
the EU-27 average for that year was estimat-
ed at 3.8%, one-third the level of Serbia.*® In
addition, more than half the Serbian popula-
tion lives in overcrowded dwellings, while in
the EU the same indicator averages around
4%.*° This severe housing situation has led
to a high number of evictions, including from
social housing, due to rent and utility bills in
arrears. The Special Rapporteur of the UN Hu-
man Rights Council warned in a 2015 report
that the evictions are not accompanied by le-
gal assistance or alternative accommodation.
Vulnerable groups, including Roma, refugees
and internally displaced people, are the most
penalised by this situation.%°
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GOOD PRACTICE
REGIONAL HOUSING PROGRAMME

The Regional Housing Programme®' is a
joint initiative by Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia,
which has been active since 2011. The
RHP aims to contribute to the resolution
of the protracted displacement situation
of the most vulnerable refugees and dis-
placed persons following the 1991-1995
conflicts in former Yugoslavia, including
internally displaced persons in Montene-
gro from 1999. The programme is carried
out in a concerted manner by the gov-
ernments of the countries involved. Each
partner country has appointed a lead
institution that is in charge of the overall
programming of the Country Housing
Project (CHP), including coordination
with local authorities and other stake-
holders as well as the selection of ben-
eficiaries. In addition, each country has
established a project implementation
unit (PIU) which is in charge of, among
other things, contract management and
procurement to ensure an efficient CHP
implementation. As of end-September
2020, RHP has built 7,544 housing units.
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Serbia is on a path of aligning its public health
system with EU standards. Based on the Euro-
pean Commission's report for 2020, it is mak-
ing progress in terms of legislative alignment.
However, further steps need to be done con-
cerning the sustainability of the public health
insurance fund. Moreover, stronger action is
needed to limit the number of physicians who
leave the country and to implement the nation-
al plan for human resources in the health sec-
tor.®2 The outbreak of the pandemic revealed
the weaknesses of the Serbian health system.
Although the measures introduced by the gov-
ernment in response to the crisis were well de-
vised, there was a lack of personal protection
and medical equipment, medical expertise,
laboratory testing capacity, data processing
and contact tracing. This led to a high infection
rate among medical personnel of 9%. In terms
of additional funds allocated to combat the
health emergency, Serbia is among the coun-
tries that allocated the least per person (rough-
ly $6 at the purchasing-power-parity exchange
rate) to its health insurance fund from domes-
tic resources. However, the country received
substantial external funding from the Europe-
an Commission and the World Bank. % In the
last 20 years, the EU has financially supported
the health system of the Republic of Serbia,
as noted by the National Strategy Group. For
instance, the EU donated EUR 8.7 million for
medical vehicles (including vehicles with ven-
tilators) and general equipment for hospitals,
laboratories, institutes of public health and
blood transfusion centres® across the country.

The NSG also points out that the EU financial
assistance has helped small communities to
benefit from healthcare services, which they
had been excluded from due to the wide re-
gional disparities that characterise the national
health system.

Access to the national healthcare system for
asylum seekers and persons granted asylum
should be the same as for Serbian nationals,
according to the Health Care Act. In addi-
tion, the Asylum Act foresees equal rights to
healthcare for asylum seekers, with the costs
covered by the state. Mandatory medical ex-
aminations are performed on asylum seekers
upon arrival at reception facilities.®* However,
the National Strategy Group reports that, due
to a legislative vacuum, asylum seekers and
refugees need to rely on CSOs and interna-
tional organisations to benefit adequately from
the right to health services. Under the Health
Insurance Act, asylum seekers and persons
granted asylum are not entitled to compulso-
ry health insurance or health insurance cards.
Furthermore, the NSG reports significant dis-
crepancies between access to health services
for asylum seekers living in private accommo-
dation and those living in public accommoda-
tion, with the second group experiencing more
difficulties, especially in terms of administra-
tive burden. Asylum seekers have been pro-
vided with adequate health assistance during
the Covid-19 emergency, the NSG reports.
Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, al-
though the state of emergency has been lifted,
refugees and asylum seekers are still prohib-
ited from leaving the facilities that host them.
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In this regard, the National Strategy Group
mentions the call by A 11 — Initiative for Eco-
nomic and Social Rights for the government to
amend the order issued by the Health Ministry
and enable refugees to enjoy their basic rights
to freedom and security.

Poverty is a major issue in Serbia, and the sit-
uation is worse than in the European Union.
In 2018, 7.1% of the population was living in
absolute poverty. According to the Survey on
Income and Living Conditions carried out in
2018, 34.3% of the population were at risk
of poverty or social exclusion, compared
to 21.8% in the EU-28. Of the employed

population, 10% were at risk of poverty and
almost 60% were subjectively poor.®® When it
comes to inequality, the gap between Serbia
and the Union is lower, as the Gini index was
33.3in 2019, 3.2 points below the estimated
EU-27 average.®” The Economic Reform Pro-
gram (ERP)%® and Reform Program of Em-
ployment and Social Policy in the EU Acces-
sion Process (ESRP)% are key documents in
the field of social policy in Serbia. They set,
among other things, priorities in employment
and social policy for accession countries. Ac-
cording to the NSG, priorities for Serbia in-
clude: improvements in the adequacy, quality
and targeting of social protection; more-effi-
cient social benefits for people below the pov-
erty line; and enhanced availability and quali-
ty of social services.
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The National Strategy Group expresses great
concern about the state of civic space in Ser-
bia. Though some forms of freedom are stated
formally in the law, their actual implementation
is inadequate or non-existing. This alarming
situation led Serbia to lose several points in the
CIVICUS Monitor, and the country was down-
graded from the category of countries where
civic space is narrowed to the group where it is
obstructed. In March 2020, Serbia was added
to the watch list of countries that have seen a
rapid decline in fundamental freedoms.%° From
March to December 2019, 130 cases of viola-
tions of freedom of association, assembly and
expression were recorded.®’

The Ministry of Public Administration and Lo-
cal Self-Government says the conditions for
the establishment of an association have been
"considerably liberalized". But attacks against
associations, activists and media are more and
more frequent: the number of threats, insults
and incidents of intimidation is increasing.®?

When it comes to freedom of peaceful assem-

bly, the NSG explains that Serbia has a history
of violent clashes between demonstrators and

60 CIVICUS (2020) Civic Space Monitor — Serbia htt;

police, as well as of suppressed gatherings,
such as political demonstrations or the LGBTQ
Pride march. The National Strategy Group also
observes that obstacles to peaceful assem-
bly that apply to many groups do not apply for
gatherings organized by the ruling party Srps-
ka napredna stranka (SNS). This was demon-
strated when SNS supporters gathered during
the Covid-19 emergency even though this was
strictly forbidden by the emergency rules.

Serbia's score in the Reporters without Borders
World Press Freedom Index has worsened
since 2018. In 2020, it occupies 90th place out
of 180 countries, losing three positions from the
previous year. According to Reporters Without
Borders' analysis, since Aleksandar Vugic took
over as leader, firstly as prime minister and
then as president, the condition of journalists
has become more and more dangerous. Many
investigations into attacks on journalists have
stalled. Fake news is becoming increasingly
widespread. Moreover, due to the high con-
centration of media ownership, journalists who
keep writing about dangerous topics such as
corruption do this on the Internet.®® The overall
picture of freedom of expression in Serbia is
greatly concerning.

monitor.civi
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COUNTRY MONITOR:

SLOVAKIA

SOLIDAR’s National Strategy Group (NSG)
in Slovakia reports recent contrasting devel-
opments in working and living conditions. The
rates of employment, at 73.4%, and unem-
ployment, at 6.1%, are converging toward EU
standards, but this does not reflect the reality
of structural deficiencies, such as a shortage
of high-skilled labour and an expected high
rate of job automation. Furthermore, insuffi-
cient funding dedicated to targeted active em-
ployment is only widening social and regional
disparities in the labour market. This is evident
in the case of migrants and asylum seekers,
who continue to lack adequate access to in-
formation, education and employment, despite
improvements thanks to 2014 integration pol-
icies. The risk of poverty and social exclusion

GINI index’ 20.9
Unemployment? 6.5%
Gender Equality Index®
6.0%

35.5%

In-work poverty*

Housing Overcrowding?®
CIVICUS Civic Space Monitor®

51.1 (2019)

u
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has been decreasing since 2010 because of
the National Framework Strategy for Promoting
Social Inclusion and Combating Poverty, and it
is now down to 16% . Yet, due to persistent so-
cial and regional inequalities, an increase in the
cost of living and high taxation on labour, the
NSG calls for an updated poverty alleviation
strategy to improve living conditions for low-in-
come and vulnerable groups. This is especially
relevant given unequal access to healthcare
services due to a lack of resources and a lack
of just transition plans. As for the state of civic
space, an increase in attacks on journalists is
endangering critical and independent media,
which are already suffering from an increased
concentration of media ownership and declin-
ing neutrality.

EU-28 2019
N/A 30.1
5.8% 6.3%
55.5 (2020) 67.9 (2020)
N/A 9.2%
N/A 15.6%
NARROWED | N/A

Selected indicators on the state of social rights
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With a low share of direct tax revenues and the
top statutory personal income tax rate reach-
ing 25%, Slovakia continues to depend on a
high share of social contributions, at 43.3%, to
fund the welfare state.” Tax on labour makes up
43.8% of total tax revenue,® is one of the high-
est in the EU® and is expected to increase with
the rise in the monthly minimum wage to EUR
580, reports the National Strategy Group
(NSG) led by AOPSS. The tax wedge on la-
bour makes up 37.4% of total labour costs,
so Slovakia’s tax system disproportionally af-
fects low-income earners and the employment
prospects of vulnerable groups.™ Yet the NSG
also raises some concerns over the impact on
job creation of the high employment costs, with
SMEs and social-service providers experienc-
ing increasing financial pressure.

Before the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the Slovak labour market had been registering
continuous improvements since 2013. By the
end of 2019, the employment rate reached
73.4%,'"® and unemployment was 6.1%,' both
converging towards the EU average. Yet the
NSG is critical of this picture, as the rates cre-
ate a false sense of growth and do not reflect
structural deficiencies such as the rate of job

automation and the shortage of high-skilled la-
bour. According to current estimates, between
40% and 64% of current jobs in the country will
become automated, the NSG reports.

GOOD PRACTICE
REPAS+ & KOMPAS+

REPAS+ and KOMPAS+'" tackle youth
unemployment through reskilling, by pro-
viding further chances to adapt to the
requirements of the labour market. The
service users first submit an application
to the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs
and Family and then select retraining
or competence courses, for which they
receive financial support. Upon comple-
tion of the courses, young jobseekers
are given a certificate recognising these
efforts to strengthen their employment
prospects.

Given low spending on active employment
measures and limited individualised counsel-
ling, social and regional disparities in the labour
market are growing.'® The employment rate of
low-skilled workers is the lowest in the EU, at

7 European Commission (2020) Taxation Trends in the European Union: Data for the EU Member States, Iceland and Norway
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36.1%."” Youth unemployment increased from
14.9% in 2018 to 15.3% in 2019.'® The gender
employment gap is 13% and the gender pay
gap is 19% due to sector segregation and a
lack of representation in the private sector.'®
Furthermore, Bratislava’s employment rate is
10 percentage points higher than that of East-
ern Slovakia, while its unemployment rate is 7
percentage points lower.? In the absence of
more-effective labour-market inclusion mea-
sures, social enterprises are addressing long-
term unemployment and improving people’s
employment prospects.2! Nonetheless, the
NSG reports that these inequalities are ex-
pected to worsen given the Covid-19 social
and economic crisis, as unemployment rose
sharply to 6.8% in August 2020, with youth un-
employment reaching 19.8%.%

Amongst recent developments in working
conditions, the NSG singles out the increase
in the minimum wage and wage supplements.
Not only has the constitution been amended
to ensure a minimum statutory wage is applied
to all employees, but an additional law intro-
duced an automatic rise in the minimum wage
to 60% of the average nominal wage if social
partners fail to agree on a new minimum.23
Furthermore, the supplements for Saturday,
Sunday and night work were raised to 50%,

17 Ibid.

18 Eurostat (2020) Unemployment by sex and age — monthly data htt
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19 European Commission (2020) Social Scoreboard h

marychart=timeline

100% and 40% of the minimum hourly wage
respectively.?*

In the run up to the 2020 parliamentary elec-
tions, political parties engaged in a series
of debates on working conditions, the NSG
reports. These discussions mainly revolved
around reducing administrative and tax bur-
dens, but there was also discussion of how to
support the re-employment of the long-term
unemployed.? Nevertheless, the NSG points
out that significant issues regarding working
conditions were left out, such as support for
professional-growth and skills training.

Despite some improvements in primary ed-
ucation achievement, the NSG finds the lack
of alignment of the education system and per-
sistent inequalities in performance as barriers
to future integration into the labour market. Lit-
tle effort is made to address these issues in
the opinion of the NSG, as proposals to align
education with labour market needs have yet
materialised. Low salaries for teachers, at 68%
of the national average, act as a deterrent to
the employment of more staff in the education
system.2¢

The rate of early school leaving has been rising
since 2010 and is currently 8.3%.%” Related to
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this, the performance in basic skills develop-
ment — especially in IT — is low: Slovakia has
a proportion of low achievers above the EU
average, and it ranks 22nd in the Digital Econ-
omy and Society Index 2020.28 The NSG indi-
cated that only 27% of Slovaks have attained
above-basic digital skills, compared with an
EU average of 33%. As a result, 60% of com-
panies seeking to hire workers with ICT profiles
reported difficulty in the recruitment process
due to the limited availability of candidates.®
The exception to this trend is in the dual educa-
tion system for vocational education and train-
ing (VET). Enrolment in VET is at an all-time
high of 68.9%, and the employability of VET
students reached 84.7%% before the Covid-19
outbreak.

The NSG reiterated the education system’s in-
sufficient capacity to address social disparities,
given the persistent segregation between high
and low achievers. With nine out of 10 children
in unemployed households living in poverty, as
reported by the NSG, inclusion programmes
are not effective in addressing the negative im-
pact — such as the cycle of poverty — of such
segregation on children from disadvantaged
backgrounds.®' An example of this is the strat-
egy for Roma integration, which ran until 2020.
Despite producing annual plans with dedicat-
ed measures for education, only 51.7% of the
Roma population are still enrolled in formal sec-
ondary education at the age of 16.% Eastern
Slovakia, where the Roma share of the popu-
lation is higher, registered a lower percentage
of students completing secondary education.®

With the adoption of the first comprehensive
migration policy in 2011 and the integration
policy in 2014, the NSG considers significant
steps were taken to address migrants’ integra-
tion needs. Even though foreigners only ac-
count for 2.2% of the total population,® 35 out
of the 90 applications for asylum were accept-
ed in 2019.% Departures of Slovaks exceed
arrivals of foreigners,® and this framework
recognises the importance of migrants to ad-
dress significant labour shortages and cover
the skills gap, the NSG reports.

Action by the Ministry of Interior's Migration Of-
fice consists of managing residential camps,
provision of essential services and liaising with
other key stakeholders in the governance of mi-
gration inclusion via local inclusion managers,
according to the NSG. The two existing resi-
dential camps have a joint capacity of 140 peo-
ple, and they provide accommodation, safety,
meals and urgent medical care for asylum
seekers.?” Asylum seekers receive a one-off fi-
nancial contribution amounting to 1.5 months-
worth of subsistence income and, with the help
of local authorities, further support related to
rental housing, healthcare, citizenship and the
labour market. Additionally, modifications of la-
bour legislation have made it easier to redirect
the foreign workforce towards sectors in need
of labour and to hire seasonal workers.3® NGOs
mostly play a role as service providers co-fund-
ed through Asylum, Migration and Integration
Funds and European Social Funds allocated to
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Slovakia for 2014-2020.% Their services most-
ly concern mandatory language courses, civic
education and vocational training.*

Yet the NSG indicated some shortcomings in
this framework for migrant inclusion. The mi-
gration policy puts little effort into family reuni-
fication or better access to information. Prefer-
ential treatment is given to high-skilled workers
compared with low-skilled migrants, refugees,

Slovakia exceeded the Europe 2020 target of
reducing the number of people at risk of pov-
erty and social exclusion (AROPE) by 25% by
2020. The AROPE rate has been decreasing
since 2010 and was at 16% in 2018.%> Severe
material deprivation has followed the same
downward trend, despite an increase from
7% in 2018 to 7.9% in 2019.% The decline has
been achieved through low levels of income
inequality and improvements in employment
rates.** The National Strategy Group (NSG)
highlights the important contribution to reduc-
ing poverty made by the National Framework
Strategy for Promoting Social Inclusion and
Combating Poverty.

Yet these improvements have not yet extended
to all social groups and regions in Slovakia, the
main reasons being the lack of equal oppor-
tunities and uneven access to social services.
Single-parent families registered an AROPE

39 European Commission (2019) Governance of Migrant Integration in Slovakia htt
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students and immigrants seeking to reunite
with family members. Unequal access to edu-
cation and employment plus (indirect) discrim-
ination by both government and society further
limit the positive impact of inclusion mea-
sures.*' The NSG also points out that there is
an inadequate number of social workers qual-
ified to attend to migrants’ complex and pre-
carious situations, due to gaps in social-work
programmes in higher education.

rate of 45.7%, and households with three or
more children registered 37.7%,*> while the
rate for Roma was 84.7%.%¢ Furthermore, the
NSG raises concerns about the high costs of
basic necessities and the deterioration of living
conditions amongst the elderly due to low pen-
sions. In the context of a 31.1% decrease in the
impact of social transfers,*” below the EU av-
erage, the system has yet to provide solutions
for these inequalities. There are also persistent
differences in social integration and uneven
access to social services between Bratislava
and Eastern and South-eastern Slovakia.*® No
recent evaluations of the above-mentioned na-
tional strategy to combat poverty have been
reported by the NSG.

With a sustained increase in housing prices -
including a 5.7% rise in 2019, 5% above wage
growth*® — housing affordability is an issue in
Slovakia, especially in Bratislava, to which not

migrant-integration
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44 Caritas Slovakia (2019) Caritas CARES! Country Report 2019: Slovakia https://www.caritas.eu/wordpress/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/01/Caritas-Cares-Report-Slovakia_singles_light.pdf
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enough attention has been given, according
to the NSG. With 90.1% of the population liv-
ing in houses they own,*° the current regulatory
framework favours home ownership and pro-
vides little support for renters or social housing.
This not only has an impact on labour mobility
and disparities in regional employment rates,
but it is also driving up households’ debt-to-in-
come ratios, which currently average 68.69%.>'
Furthermore, 7.9% of tenants are experiencing
severe material deprivation and are therefore
more vulnerable to the current price volatility
and rising private debt.>? A shortage of public
housing and affordable rental options is in-
creasing the number of homeless people in
Slovakia and hindering their access to essen-
tial social services. As there is no national strat-
egy on homelessness, some local housing-in-
tegration measures, such as those in Bratislava
and Trnava, are yielding positive results in the
prevention and reduction of homelessness.>

The NSG has reported no improvement in
access to affordable and quality healthcare
in Slovakia, as the previous government’s
planned reform has been halted. Despite a
low rate of self-reported unmet medical needs
of 2.6%,% there is a high number of deaths
due to preventable causes, at 2.44 per 1,000
people, and a high prevalence of chronical
diseases.%® These factors increase the pres-
sure on a healthcare system with one of the
lowest per-capita expenditures in the EU.%®

50 European Commission (2020) Country Report Slovakia 2020 h
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Improvements in primary care continue to be
a challenge due to the hospital-centric system
and a lack of general practitioners, who receive
low salaries and are constrained by limits to
the treatment they can offer.%” Access to prima-
ry care remains a challenge for marginalised
communities and low-income households in
regions other than Bratislava, Kosice and Zi-
lina.’® Nevertheless, the NSG reports that the
government has promised to increase the ac-
cessibility and effectiveness of the system, by
increasing health expenditure and shifting fi-
nancial incentives for GPs to reward the quality
rather than the quantity of treatment.

Despite a renewed interest by the government
in green policies and the adoption of a 2050
carbon neutrality target, the NSG reports that
the level of investment put forward in the Na-
tional Energy and Climate Plan® is insufficient
to address the transition to a greener econ-
omy.® Following consultations with local, re-
gional and national stakeholders,®' the Action
Plan for the Horna Nitra region provides some
support for job creation away from tradition-
al, carbon-intensive sectors, yet it fails to put
forward alternative heating sources.®? Other
regions, such as Trencin and KosSice, that are
locations for steel production, coal mining and
high-carbon cement production present signif-
icant socio-economic challenges for the transi-
tion to a green economy. These will need to be
addressed through the Just Transition Fund.®®
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Freedom of association and peaceful assem-
bly have been sufficiently respected, accord-
ing to the National Strategy Group (NSG). But
a narrowing of civic space in Slovakia® has
come as a result of recent developments in the
protection of freedom of expression. During the
trial for the murder of the investigative journal-
ists Jan Kuciak and Martina Kus$nirova, links
between key political figures and an illegal
journalism surveillance operation were dis-
closed. Furthermore, continuous attacks on
the media from government officials, increased
media ownership concentration under the
Czech businessman Petr Kellner and the pub-
lic broadcasting company’s departure from its
position of neutrality under new management
have led Slovakia to be ranked 33rd in the
Press Freedom Index.®® The 2019 amendment
of the Press Act, which grants public officials

In the context of the increased disparities be-
tween Western and Eastern Slovakia and be-
tween Slovakia and the rest of the EU, the Eu-
ropean Commission’s 2020 Country Specific
Recommendations for Slovakia focus exclu-
sively on addressing infrastructure weaknesses
exacerbated by the Covid-19 crisis. They rec-
ommend increasing the resilience of the health-
care system by improving primary care, ad-
dressing the shortage of doctors and reversing
the impacts of underfunding. Further attention

64 CIVICUS (2016) CIVICUS MONITOR: Slovakia htt

://monitor.civicus.or

the right to respond to stories written about
them, is considered an increase in politicians’
influence over the media.®®

Social partners are reported to have shifted
their focus from traditional social dialogue to
alternative means of influencing decision-mak-
ing, such as lobbying, public protests and me-
dia campaigns.®” The NSG locates the cause
as the lack of interest by the previous govern-
ment in collaborating with civil society organi-
sations. As a result, many CSOs are vulnerable
to a lack of continuous funding and depend ex-
clusively on EU funds.®® Under Slovakia’s new
political leadership, the NSG reports a renewed
interested in support for NGOs and CSOs, es-
pecially in areas such as human rights, democ-
racy and the fight against discrimination and
corruption.

is given to the need to improve access and per-
formance gaps in the education system and to
align skills development with the needs of the
job market. With the Covid-19 crisis expected
to have a disproportionate impact on margin-
alised communities, the Commission recom-
mends revising access to unemployment sup-
port to extend coverage, especially for Roma,
the elderly and low-skilled people. All of these
recommendations are in line with the requests
and remarks of the National Strategy Group.
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SPAIN

SOLIDAR’s Spanish National Strategy Group
(NSG) remains worried about persistent pov-
erty and social exclusion rates, high levels of
labour precariousness, persistent gender in-
equalities, limited affordable housing and a
weakened healthcare infrastructure. There
are significant regional disparities, and the
NSG considers there is still a lot of room for
improvement despite recent positive devel-
opments that have followed the financial cri-
sis. The new coalition government has shift-
ed towards progressive initiatives intended to

33.2
15.3%

13.0%
4.7%

63.0 (2019)

u
TOGETHER FOR
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ensure equality of opportunity and fairer partic-
ipation in society, with targeted measures ex-
pected to benefit the most vulnerable groups,
especially women, youth, migrants and asylum
seekers. The NSG reported further positive de-
velopments, including moves towards a green
economy and a just transition, backed by civil
society. Nevertheless, a lack of multilevel co-
operation, opposition between political parties
and the outbreak of Covid-19 have hindered
implementation and even halted plans for fur-
ther reforms.
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Selected indicators on the state of social rights
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SOLIDAR’s Spanish National Strategic Group,
led by Movimiento Por la Paz has reported re-
cent positive developments in fiscal policies
towards incremental and positive taxation tak-
en by the PSOE-Podemos coalition govern-
ment. According to the NSG, this new direction
will continue to address the inequalities exac-
erbated by the austerity policies of the previ-
ous Popular Party government. By placing a
series of progressive initiatives at the heart of
its welfare reform package, Spain has intro-
duced a new minimum welfare standard aim-
ing for fairer participation in society and in the
labour market. This is especially relevant given
the sudden rise in unemployment to 14.41% in
the first trimester of 2020 due to Covid-19. This
rise will lead to greater welfare and social pro-
tection needs, despite a steady decrease of
the unemployment rate from 14.7% to 13.78%
during 2019.7

Amongst these measures, the NSG has high-
lighted the positive impact of the adoption
of a minimum income scheme.® This month-
ly support ranges from EUR 461.50 to EUR
1,015.00 and is subject to the situation of the
family unit. In the context of the recent rise of
the minimum statutory wage from EUR 735.90
to EUR 950.00 per month for permanent, ca-
sual and domestic workers,® the minimum in-
come scheme will serve as an additional push
towards equality of opportunity, especially for
vulnerable families at risk of social exclusion
and material deprivation. The NSG notes that

7 National Institute of Statistics (2020) Unemployment rates by sex and age htt

m?t=4086#!tabs-grafico

government will thus be working towards the
2030 Agenda goals: reducing poverty, sup-
porting sustained, inclusive and sustainable
economic growth; incentivising decent job cre-
ation and ensuring equal opportunities for all.™

Similarly, another significant change to the
welfare system in this direction has been the
modification of the regulation on the access to
unemployment benefit for those over age 52.""
For the NSG, this measure recognises the sig-
nificant difficulties that this age group faces in
re-entering the labour market and effectively
strengthens the safety net for this section of
the workforce. The measure lowers the mini-
mum age to access unemployment benefit
from 55 to 52. It removes household situational
conditionality clauses to access this scheme.

The NSG has noted that special attention
has been given to improving the reception
conditions for migrants and asylum seekers.
The long-term goal driving these measures
is to help migrants and asylum integrate into
society and participate in the labour market.
According to the NSG, this is especially rele-
vant, as migrants from outside of the EU have
a risk of poverty and social exclusion of 56%,
compared to 47.7% for those from within the
EU and 23.1% for the native Spanish popu-
lation.'?'® Existing programmes are trying to
address this problem and ensure equality of
opportunity. The NSG highlights the Human-
itarian Reception Programme for Migrants in

J//www.ine.es/jaxiT3/Datos.ht-

8 State Official Newsletter (2020) Royal Decree-Law 20/2020 on the minimum income scheme.https://www.boe.es/eli/es/
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9 State Official Newsletter (2020) Royal Decree-Law 231/2020, on the 2020 statutory minimum wage https://www.boe.es/buscar/doc.
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10 United Nations (2015) The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/docu-
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Vulnerable Situations, which aids beneficia-
ries and those requesting for asylum with no
available economic means by covering basic
accommodation and nutrition needs. This pro-
gramme, along with other integration and sup-
port schemes, is co-financed by the Asylum,
Migration and Integration Fund and the Euro-
pean Social Fund. Its overall budget of EUR
380.49 million was agreed on in 2018, and this
also covers the reintroduction of the Shelter
and Integration of Migrants Support Fund for
regions and municipalities.'

Yet the NSG still is concerned about persistent
structural barriers to access the labour market,
as well as recent trends towards precarious-
ness in working conditions. Given the negative
economic and social impacts of the Covid-19
global pandemic, the reach and impact of the
above initiatives are expected to be limited.
As a result, inequality still ranks as one of the
three most pressing social issues in Spain, es-
pecially with regards to precariousness, (do-
mestic and temporary) workers’ working con-
ditions and gender inequalities.

Labour precariousness is growing in tourism,
catering and other key sectors of the Spanish
economy, with more than 91% of the overall
Spanish labour force experiencing non-stan-
dard career trajectories.’® This translates into
the Spanish workers having a higher exposure
to job fluctuation, poorer working conditions
and inadequate registration in the social secu-
rity system.'® The National Strategic Group re-
ported that this trend was a result of the 2012

labour reform of the Rajoy government,'” which
facilitated and reduced compensation for the
termination of contracts, thereby lowering the
cost of dismissing employees. Furthermore,
the NSG is worried about the disproportion-
ate effect of precariousness on women, young
people and migrants.

In spite of this context, the coalition govern-
ment’s promises to repeal the 2012 labour re-
form and approve the national annual labour
policy plan for 2020 are yet to materialise.
However certain measures targeting the most
vulnerable and regional active employment
plans have been put in place to tackle certain
groups’ employment prospects in the vola-
tile Spanish labour market. The NSG hopes
these measures will tackle the worrisome
precariousness.

The unemployment rate of 32.9%' for those
under 25 amplifies the low expectations of
Spanish youth towards future prospects and
generational improvement. More than one
third of young people in Spain are financially
dependent on their families, and two-thirds
prolong their education, especially in higher
education and English skills, out of a strong
belief that it is the only way to reach decent
employment.'® To address these concerns, the
PSOE minority government adopted the 2019-
2021 Action Plan for Youth Employment?° after
strong involvement by social partners and the
Spanish Institute for Youth. Amongst the Action
Plan’s 50 measures, the National Strategic
Group has highlighted the Youth Guarantee.
which provides financial incentives for busi-
nesses to take on young people and strength-
en the formative aspects of these employment
programmes; the talent return and mobility
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programme; and the extension of information
points and the personalisation of service struc-
tures. This national-level Action Plan builds on
the success of the 2013 Education Reform
in modernising vocational training,?' and it is
being complemented further by sub-national
programmes especially targeting low-skilled
young workers through regional or municipal
variations.

As another vulnerable group, migrants and
asylum seekers in Spain face a higher unem-
ployment rate, raging between 15% and 20%
depending on their country of birth.22 The case
for better inclusion of migrants and asylum
seekers in the Spanish labour market is being
made by expanding the International Protec-
tion and Asylum Reception Programme‘s em-
ployment programmes to 30 months and the
targeted measures in the European Social
Fund 2014 - 2020 Operational Programme
Social Inclusion and Social Economy.2® The
National Strategic Group has indicated that
these initiatives have so far proven to be posi-
tive in reducing these groups’ vulnerability and
inequality and in integrating them into society.
Yet it indicates that working conditions for this
societal group remain worrying.

Despite the existing constitutional and legal
framework provision that upholds the principle
of gender equality for all public policies,?*, %
the National Strategy Group reports that gen-
der disparities in the labour market are still
very much present in Spain. Despite a rise in

women’s employment rates since 2013, these
have not reached 48.8%, the lowest employ-
ment rate of men during the crisis. At the end
of 2019, the difference between the employ-
ment rates for men and women was 11.5 per-
centage points.? This is also a result of inad-
equate incentives for a work-life balance, as
six out of 10 women indicate that they have set
aside their professional careers after materni-
ty leave.?” Furthermore, the gender pay gap in
Spain is 14% of male gross earnings and has
not improved significantly since 2014.28 These
disparities are already being exacerbated
during the Covid-19 crisis, despite women be-
ing at the frontline of the fight against the pan-
demic, especially as domestic workers and
carers and in the healthcare sector. For these
reasons, the National Strategic Group con-
siders gender inequalities as one of the three
most pressing issues regarding fair working
conditions and labour rights. Addressing gen-
der inequality will form a basis for further social
development.

Taking into account this background, the NSG
considers it important to address these in-
equalities. The new public policy updates fo-
cus on three key issues: improving work-life
balance, enhancing transparency and correct-
ing systemic barriers to welfare. Most of these
have been addressed through the updated
version of the Equal Treatment and Opportuni-
ties Guarantee.?

With regards to work-life balance, the new leg-
islative framework strives towards equality in
caregiving and to address the implications of
caring for dependent people. A roadmap to

21 State Official Newsletter (2013) Royal Decree-Law 8/2013 on the improvements for quality education https:/www.boe.es/
/201
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24 State Official Newsletter (2020) Spanish Constitution https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-1978-31229

25 State Official Newsletter (2007) Law on effective equality between men and women https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.
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achieve equal maternity and paternity leave
by 2021 has been introduced. This has start-
ed by extending fathers’ right to leave to 12
weeks, the first four being uninterrupted and
non-transferable. Following this, the right to
adapt working hours and to request more flexi-
ble work schedules was strengthened in order
to improve work-life balance. Since the entry
into force of the new legal text, the efforts taken
by non-professional caregivers of dependent
people have also been recognised as social
security contributions, thus taking into account
the economic impact of caregiving, especially
for women caregivers. Further measures are
envisioned to improve work-life balance, such
as the universalisation of free early-years edu-
cation. But these are currently blocked due to
a deadlock in budgetary negotiations.

As for enhancing transparency, the Real De-
creto Ley 6/2019 [Decree-Law 6/2019] makes
it compulsory for companies to register the
mean values of salaries and additional wage
supplements disaggregated by gender and
distributed by professional groups and by cat-
egories of similar work positions. In the event
that there is a 25% gender pay difference with-
in a company of more than 50 employees, that
organisation will have to provide a non-dis-
crimination justification.

Last but not least, the government plans for
gender equality encompass measures to ad-
dress gender-based barriers to welfare sup-
port. New regulation has been put in place
to tackle the worrying decline in the working
conditions of domestic workers, who are most-
ly female migrants highly exposed to gross
exploitation. The regulation improves their ac-
cess to social security, yet the National Strate-
gic Group reiterates that more improvements
need to be put forward. Additionally, the wid-
owhood pension, which has been supporting
400,000 women, has been raised to an annual

minimum of EUR 7,249.20, with additional
support depending on the individual context of
the widow.20, 31

In spite of these advances, the National Stra-
tegic Group points out that the measures are
not sufficient, mainly due to limitations in their
implementation. A lack of party-political agree-
ment, budgetary limitations, business-sector
sensibilities and a lack of co-responsibility
towards childcare especially during Covid-19
confinement measures — all these add more
pressure to an implementation mechanism
that cannot realistically ensure the realisation
of these gender-equality policies.

To manage the health crisis resulting from
the Covid-19 global pandemic, the Spanish
government enacted its State of Emergency,
which introduced a series of limitations on mo-
bility and economic activity. Recognising the
impact that these limitations have on employ-
ment, remuneration and working conditions,
Spain has put forward a series of measures
to safeguard the protection of workers and the
most vulnerable, which build on the previous-
ly-mentioned new welfare provisions. The new
measures were designed with the intentions of
preventing further job losses resulting from the
cessation of work activities and of facilitating
access to benefits. As of 5 May 2020, these
measures cover 4 million workers.3?

Real Decreto Ley 09/2020 and 18/2020 pro-
vide a framework for the temporary workforce
restructuring plan (ERTE) and required adap-
tation of working conditions for non-essential
workers aimed at avoiding further redundan-
cies. Around 3.5 million workers are now ben-
efiting from this plan, which provides them with

30 Goémez, Manuel V. (2020) This is how your pension remains after the 0.9% rise approved this week https://elpais.com/econo-
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31 Ministry of Labour and Social Economy (2018) Improvements in Widowhood Pension https://revista.seg-social.es/2018/07/20/
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32 Gomez, Manuel V. (2020) The aid to 4.5 million people affected by ERTE and the self employed prevent a greater collapse in-
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support of up to 70% of their social security
contribution base.33

Employment regulations for the agriculture
sector were temporarily eased by the Real De-
creto Ley 13/2020 to favour recruitment both of
nationals and migrants. These measures ex-
tended the compatibility of agricultural labour
regulations with other existing social protec-
tion measures during the state of emergency.
New employees will be able to combine their
earnings with unemployment benefits.

To tackle the urgent economic and social
needs of domestic workers, both the Real De-
creto Ley 10/2020 and the Real Decreto Ley
11/2020 introduce a temporary extraordinary
subsidy to act as a safety net. This protects
against any negative impact caused by lack of
activity, a decrease in hours worked, or termi-
nation of a contract resulting from the health

crisis. This support, which can rise at a max-
imum to the level of the new minimum wage,
is context-dependent and takes account of the
beneficiaries’ situation. This targeted measure
for domestic workers is especially relevant, as
they are not covered by the ERTE framework.
In addition, the new minimum income scheme
approved during confinement will complement
this temporary economic support.

Though the measures are intended to mi-
nimise the impact of the health crisis on al-
ready-vulnerable social groups, the National
Strategic Group reiterates that the measures
should take into account the diversity of the
situations of those affected. More specifical-
ly, the NSG emphasises the need for suitable
solutions to the precariousness faced by do-
mestic workers and youth and to the impacts
of this precariousness on the support they
eventually receive.

33 European Commission (2020) Council Recommendation on the 2020 National Reform Programme of Spain and delivering
a Council opinion on the 2020 Stability Programme of Spain https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDFE/?uri=CELEX-
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According to the National Strategy Group, sig-
nificant concerns remain regarding poverty
and living conditions. The level of poverty and
social exclusion in Spain is still above 23.8%,
the 2008 pre-financial crisis rate. The most re-
cently available AROPE rate (2018) stands at
26.1%, or 12.2 million people, as a result of an
additional 1.2 million people being classified
as this status since the start of the financial
crisis. EAPN Spain reported that 2.6 million
people were living in extreme poverty and an
additional 4.3 million®* experiencing severe
poverty. The UN Rapporteur on extreme pov-
erty raised this as a concern after a study visit
to Spain in 2020.%

Yet a more nuanced approach, which disag-
gregates the data on poverty and social exclu-
sion in Spain, can provide a more accurate in-
sight into the inequalities behind these figures.
The AROPE rates are higher for women (27%,
compared to 25.1% for men), those between
the ages of 16 and 39 (33.8%), those with low-
er secondary education (34%), migrants and
asylum seekers (56% for non-EU residents
and 47% for EU-nationals) and single-par-
ent households (50%).%¢ Additionally, EANP’s
2019 Poverty Watch Report on Spain indicates
that employment in itself does not guarantee
an escape from poverty and social exclusion.
This is especially so in Spain, as in-work pover-
ty stands at 13.8% despite a steady decrease
in unemployment up until the Covid-19 crisis.

To address the persistent challenge, the Span-
ish government has introduced in the last two

years a series of social protection measures
specifically targeting the different dimensions
of poverty. Most noticeably is the National
Strategy for the Prevention and Fight Against
Poverty and Social Exclusion 2019-2023.%
Both the newly adopted minimum income
scheme and EUR 352 million-worth of social
programmes to tackle child poverty are part of
this strategy. Nevertheless, the strategy itself
has not been allocated its own budget, and
further incentives are required for cooperation
with regional authorities, which often man-
age essential services included in the new
framework.

GOOD PRACTICE

Following a change in the General Met-
ropolitan Plan, Barcelona City Council
has approved the rezoning of grounds
into the public housing registry to sup-
port young and elderly people. The 530
new public housing units will be provided
through five-year affordable renting con-
tracts and will be further supported by
additional communal services according
to the areas’ social needs.

Living conditions have further been exacer-
bated by limited access to essential services
such as adequate housing. The National Stra-
tegic Group reports that adequate housing is
not guaranteed in Spain, mainly due an in-
creasing housing price-to-income ratio, and a
reduced market for affordable rental accom-
modation exacerbated by rising renting costs.

34 Futuro en Comun (2020) Futuro en Comun's brief document to submit to UN Special Rapporteur on ExtremePoverty and Hu-
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Since 2013, the cumulative increase in house
prices has been 23%® and for renting costs
above 50%, without a similar rise in household
incomes.* This increase had been more no-
ticeable in Madrid, Cataluna, and the Balearic
Islands, which have above-average rates and
are already struggling with the consequenc-
es of a rising demand for tourist accommo-
dation.*® The Observatorio Social de la Caixa
[Social Observatory of La Caixa] reported that
more than one fifth of the population of Spain
dedicates more than 30% of their income to
housing, indicating that housing-related pay-
ments entail a considerable added financial
pressure on households.*' A National Housing
Plan is in place for 2018-2021,42 which focus-
es on promoting renting and rehabilitation for
housing. However, its ability to reach its objec-
tives seems to be limited due to a lack of public
housing stock. Moreover, only 2.5% of the un-
occupied housing stock is dedicated to social
renting, further limiting alternative options for
adequate housing.*®

With regards to access to affordable, acces-
sible and quality healthcare, the recent reform
of the Real Decreto Ley 7/2018 is yet to de-
liver initial results. The 2012 Decree-Law had
restricted free access to public services for
adults not registered or authorized to reside
in Spain, which the government justified by ‘a
need for public finance sustainability’. To ad-
dress this limitation of a fundamental right, the
latest legal provisions reintroduce a guarantee

of universal coverage to all people residing in
Spain, regardless of their nationality or resi-
dency status. Yet vulnerable groups, such as
elderly foreign-national relatives of Spanish cit-
izens, are often covered neither by social secu-
rity, due to not having an income of their own,
nor by private insurance programmes, out of a
lack of existing services for this group. Unable
to prove medical coverage as required by the
Real Decreto 240/2007, the added vulnerabil-
ity results from their inability to formalise their
residency in Spain.

Furthermore, as healthcare administration is
a regional competence, regional disparities in
service quality remain an issue, as reported by
the National Strategic Group. The different ap-
proaches taken to privatisation and the limiting
of public investment in healthcare have led to
a saturated system, which does not have ad-
equate capacity to respond in times of need.
In addition, a slowing rate of recruitment, per-
sistent reliance on temporary contracts, a be-
low-EU-average ratio of nurses to population
and a lack of sufficient resources present se-
rious systemic challenges in the context of a
rapidly ageing demographic and their associ-
ated long-term medical needs.** The National
Strategic Group points towards Madrid as the
paradigmatic example of this situation. In the
wake of these regional divergences and com-
mon challenges, the government agreed, with
the support of regional governments, health-
care professionals, patients and users, on a
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Strategic Framework for Primary and Commu-
nity Care* to address the above-mentioned
systemic issues and establish standards for
healthcare provision.

Nevertheless, the Covid-19 health crisis has
provided further evidence for significant flaws
in Spain’s healthcare system. The public
healthcare system has been unable to cope
with the increase in demand due to insufficient
hospital beds, material and human resources,
often leaving a vast number of patients unat-
tended. On top of this, the National Strategic
Group reported medical staff having to endure
longer intensive work shifts, often under pre-
carious work contracts and with insufficient
protection means.

According to EAPN Spain, the social groups
that will be most affected by this health and
subsequent economic crisis are households
in poverty, women, immigrants, the homeless,
the elderly and people with disabilities. All of
these are facing a common lack of access to
much needed aid and support such as hous-
ing, healthcare, gender-violence support ser-
vices and domestic and care services. EAPN
Spain indicates that these barriers were most
likely related to confinement measures, restric-
tion of movement and increased isolation. The
further long-term impact of the lack of access
will be determined by the measures in the gov-
ernment’s envisioned Stimulus Plan.

Given these limitations, the National Strategic
Group has identified a need to further devel-
op measures and extend the positive devel-
opments of recent years. Among other issues,
it highlighted the need to guarantee better
life conditions for all, reduce gender-based

violence, introduce more incentives for long-
term contracts, strengthening the public
healthcare system, ensure a common and
stable education policy at national level and
futureproof the pension system. To implement
these necessary improvements, the Spanish
government will have to overcome the barrier
formed by the distribution of competences be-
tween the national and regional levels, as well
as ensure a compromise with most political
parties.

The Spanish government has made significant
advances towards inclusive green growth,
which have been positively recorded by the
National Strategy Group. The commitment to-
wards this ecologically just transition by the co-
alition government has been supported by the
creation of the Spanish Ministry for the Ecolog-
ical Transition and the Demographic Challenge
(MITECO) in 2019.The current Minister, Teresa
Ribera, publicly voiced the need to reform the
economic and development model as a way to
address the environmental and social needs
of current and future generations, counting on
additional support from civil society.*¢ But the
NSG reiterates that this institutional visibil-
ity will have to be continuously matched with
measures that can lead to the following: adap-
tation of all public policies; significant chang-
es in lifestyle; and the fundamental values of
circularity, collaboration, solidarity, resilience
and awareness of humanity’s interdependence
and fragility. Amongst the approved measures,
the National Strategy Group highlights the new
Climate Change and Energy Law, the second
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National Adaptation Plan and the Energy and
Climate Framework (PNIEC). Together, these
establish emission reduction targets, specif-
ic decarbonisation, evaluation and renewable
energy measures and a plan to tackle the im-
pact of climate change.

Most importantly, these moves towards a
greener economy are further supported by the
National Just Transition Strategy*” as part of the
above-mentioned PNIEC. This broad frame-
work includes social protection measures such
as active green employment policy objectives
and green vocational training. Furthermore,
the Strategy introduces urgent action plans for
those most affected by climate change, such
as people living in regions with coal mines
and thermal power plants. The main integrated
tools of the Just Transition Strategy are the Just
Transition Agreements, strengthened by Social

Dialogue Roundtables that bring together ad-
ministrations, unions, businesses and other
relevant social partners, focusing especially on
“emptied” rural Spain.

Despite these recent developments, Covid-19
has temporarily put on hold the implementa-
tion of the green transition plans in their cur-
rent forms. The NSG is awaiting the approval
of a green stimulus plan that supports an in-
clusive ecological transition that can capitalize
on recent societal changes, such as changes
in mobility, move towards teleworking, a re-ap-
preciation of rural spaces and local food pro-
duction. The required measures will have to be
addressed through the development of decent
green employment opportunities, a green and
progressive fiscal reform and a social protec-
tion system that places care services at its
core.
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Following the recent politically challenging pe-
riod in Spain, which has included general elec-
tions, regional disputes, the establishment of
the coalition government and the state of emer-
gency measures, the CIVICUS Civic Space
Monitor said that civic space has narrowed.*®

Despite constitutional protection of the free-
doms of association, peaceful assembly and
speech, several concerns remain, as reported
by the National Strategy Group, CIVICUS and
Amnesty International. The use against artists
and twitter users of penal code provisions out-
lawing the “glorification of terrorism” shines a
light on the lack of clarity over restrictions on
freedom of speech described in article 578 of
the Spanish Penal Code.* This clashes with
the prevailing legal tolerance of organisations
that support a return to dictatorship and the
lack of criminalisation of the exaltation of the
figure of former dictator Francisco Franco.®
The use of police force during Catalan pro-in-
dependence marches and the ongoing limita-
tions to the organisation of migrants in irregular
situations have raised several concerns over
the respect of peaceful assembly and pro-
test.®" Furthermore, the continuous attacks on
the media from far-right parties such as Vox
infringe on the freedom of the press and the
freedom to inform.%2

Last but not least, the law 4/2015 on the pro-
tection of citizens security (informally known as
the Ley Mordaza, the gag law, because it limits
freedom of association and speech, as well as
the rights to strike and assembily) is yet to be
repealed despite the promises of the coalition
government. Not only have these plans been
temporarily halted due to Covid-19, but the law
will have to overcome the fragility of the gov-
ernment’s majority in parliament.

On another note, the NSG reports that there is
a good environment for social dialogue, which
is especially favourable for post-Covid-19 re-
construction. The existence of a good network
of third-sector platforms both at national and
regional level, such as Plataforma del Tercer
Sector, Plataforma de Voluntariado, CONGDE,
EAPN, POAS and EAPN-ES, allows the build-
ing of good communication channels with the
government. Several representatives of these
platforms are also present in the Spanish Na-
tional Congress of Deputies’ social and eco-
nomic reconstruction working groups. Yet the
National Strategy Group suggests building a
permanent structure to link organised civil so-
ciety and national and regional governments
that can withstand party political turnovers and
propose proactive measures to address major
social issues.
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The European Commission’s Country Specific
Recommendations® were published during the
Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent econom-
ic crisis, and most of the recommendations for
Spain take into account the severity of these
times. The Commission recognizes the nega-
tive impact the pandemic is having on Spain’s
job market and education and healthcare ser-
vices, as well as the potential ramifications for
the spread of poverty. The Commission pro-
posals clearly indicate that the measures taken
by the Spanish government to tackle Covid-19
are much needed - an observation in line with
the view of the National Strategy Group — as
well as being within the Commission guide-
lines for a coordinated economic response.
There is an additional push from the Spanish
government to ensure that the recovery plans
include all national actors, greater input from
social partners, and an overall improvement in
coordination between the various levels of gov-
ernment. These are also important governance
and implementation concerns for the National
Strategy Group.

Regarding employment, healthcare, pover-
ty eradication and education policies, there
seems to be much room for agreement be-
tween the European Commission recom-
mendations and the National Strategy Group
suggestions. The Commission recommends
a push towards more-sustainable long-term
employment initiatives, which would tackle
concerns over precariousness and promote

gender equality in the workforce, as previously
called for by the NSG. Both the Commission
and the NSG note a need to increase support
to build up the healthcare infrastructure and
improve the working conditions of healthcare
professionals so that they can provide care for
all social groups. Additionally, the Commission
goes as far as signalling a need to improve
the attention given towards care of ageing,
growing chronic conditions and disabilities,
three key issues also reported by the National
Strategy Group. Furthermore, the Commission
insists on extending welfare benefits and the
minimum income scheme for low-to-medium
income households, addressing the pressing
matters of in-work and child poverty. Last but
not least, the Commission and the NSG both
indicate the need for a broad, lasting consen-
sus on education policy to tackle inequalities
and to futureproof Spain’s workforce.

Yet there are some differences in their ap-
proaches to a just transition towards a green
economy. Despite agreement on the need to
support green job creation, there is disagree-
ment on how to do this. The Commission in-
sists on further measures to attract private
investment in the green and digital transition,
whereas the NSG is adamant that it should be
addressed though public measures. The coun-
try-specific recommendations do not include
any of the NSG suggestions on the positive
impact on the green transition of progressive
fiscal reform or care-centred social protection.
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The Social Rights Monitor for the United King-
dom shows how the Covid-19 pandemic has
heavily impacted society and the economy, as
in the rest of the world. Each section of this re-
port considers the main changes that the cri-
sis entailed, and the National Strategy Group
identifies the three most pressing issues for
the country during this period. Firstly, the ag-
ing population presents a great challenge for
social provision and the National Health Ser-
vice, while the decline in the working popula-
tion and displacement of jobs caused by the
pandemic will reduce tax revenues and the
availability of funding. Secondly, the impor-
tance of the NHS and its accessibility to all has
been made clear by the pandemic. Therefore,
in the view of the NSG, it is of primary impor-
tance to reinforce this sector and ensure ade-
quate guarantees of all kinds for its workers.

The third pressing social issue is the state of
the British labour market and the consequent
need for welfare interventions to mitigate the
impact of Covid-19.

The Covid-19 crisis hit the country in a peri-
od of slow economic growth. Real GDP grew
1.4% in 2019, well below the post-crisis peak
in 2014. Although the job market was perform-
ing well before the pandemic, employment
growth was already starting to slow in 2019.
More worryingly, the rates of people at risk of
poverty or social exclusion or at risk of pover-
ty and suffering severe deprivation have risen
recently. Therefore, the UK has moved further
from achieving SDG 10 (reducing inequalities).
The Covid-19 aftermath thus represents a ma-
jor challenge for the country with respect to the
protection and strengthening of social rights."
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EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND
ACCESS TO THE LABOUR MARKET

WELFARE SYSTEM

The main novelty introduced by the British gov-
ernment with respect to the welfare system
was the furlough scheme for salaried workers,
followed by a Self-Employed Income Support
Scheme. Under the Coronavirus Jobs Reten-
tion Scheme,® workers placed on leave were
able to receive 80% of their pay, up to a max-
imum of GBP 2,500 per month, when it was
introduced in March 2020. Almost 10 million
workers who were unable to do their jobs had
some of their wages paid by the UK govern-
ment. There have been examples of employers
that used their own means to top up the pay
of furloughed employees whose regular sal-
aries were more than GBP 2,500 per month.
From July, furloughed employees were able
to go back to work part-time if they were un-
able to work full-time. However, the scheme

finished at the end of October 2020. The Na-
tional Institute of Economic and Social Re-
search (NIESR) said it was a mistake to end
the scheme and could push unemployment to
10% in 2020.° In November 2020, the Chancel-
lor of the Exchequer announced an extension
of the furlough until the end of March 2021.
The Self-Employed Income Support Scheme
was introduced only in May 2020, two months
after the Coronavirus Jobs Retention Scheme,
and self-employed people (estimated at 5 mil-
lion), found themselves at the back of the line
for support allocation. It is further expected that
precariousness of work will increase signifi-
cantly, and that there will be less permanent
employment and a higher proliferation of the
gig economy and zero-hour contracts. This will
have a profound effect on the self-employed,
whose numbers are expected to double to 10
million in the next five years.'® The extension of
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the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme has
been accompanied by a new income-support
grant for the self-employed that will increase
from 55% to 80% of average profits — up to a
limit of GBP 7,500."" There was a lot of uncer-
tainty when the furlough scheme was intro-
duced over what would happen if an employee
was made redundant after a period of furlough.
The pandemic meant there could be no guar-
antee that an employee could return to their
post. Effective from 31 July 2020, the govern-
ment introduced new legislation, according to
which furloughed staff are entitled to receive
statutory redundancy payments and notice at
their full, pre-furlough, pay rather than at the
reduced furlough rate. (This is subject to the
previous eligibility conditions.)?

According to the National Strategy Group, the
Covid-19 crisis will push the UK government to
introduce additional welfare measures. In or-
der to significantly raise the fiscal revenue to
finance the furlough and other schemes and to
invest in the National Health Service, the gov-
ernment needs to increase taxes or change
thresholds in broad-based taxes, such as in-
come tax, national insurance contributions and
VAT. This will represent a major challenge for
the Conservative government, as increasing
income tax rates would break its election man-
ifesto pledge.

Another change applied to welfare measures
is the increase of the National Living Wage
(NLW) for 2021 announced by the government
in November 2020. The increase is part of a
longer process that was started in 2019 and will
last until 2024. Based on Low Pay Commission
analysis, the NLW is due to rise to GBP 10.34
an hour by that year. However, in the light of the
impact of Covid-19 on the labour market, the
increase for 2021 will be lower than estimated

and the 2021 NLW will be GBP 8.91, instead
of GBP 9.03 as initially planned. The Low Pay
Commission, which recommended this rate,
specifies that it is still modestly higher than the
increase in consumer prices, which means that
low-paid workers’ living standards should be
protected.'

Even though the UK has a national interest in
the integration of migrants, it does not have a
national strategy on integration, either for the
labour market or society as a whole. The Home
Office is responsible for refugee integration
and for settlement and citizenship policy, while
the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Lo-
cal Government leads on community cohesion
in England. Other departments lead on initia-
tives in their policy areas, such as education
and adult skills. Integration is a devolved mat-
ter, and each of the constituent nations of the
UK has developed its own approach, though
responsibility for migration policy remains with
the Home Office.'* As a consequence, differ-
ent strategic documents have been developed
by the national governments. In Wales, the
path towards the integration and inclusion of
refugees and asylum-seekers is defined by
the Nation of Sanctuary — Refugee and Asy-
lum Seeker Plan, published in January 2019.
The plan is aligned to the priorities defined by
several legislative frameworks, including Pros-
perity for All: the National Strategy for Wales;
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act
2015 and the Strategic Equality Plan 2016-
20. The Nation of Sanctuary plan applies a
collaborative approach, by involving refugees
and asylum seekers in its own implementation.
Furthermore, it aims to foster collaboration
among different actors (private or public) and
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to promote a person-centred approach.' In
Scotland, the New Scots Refugee Integration
Strategy 2018-2022 sets out a vision for a wel-
coming Scotland, where refugees and asylum
seekers are able to rebuild their lives from the
day they arrive. The Scottish government funds
a wide variety of civil society organisations and
foundations to support the integration of refu-
gees and asylum seekers.'® The Scottish in-
tegration strategy was quoted by the All-Party
Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Social Inte-
gration as an example of very good practice.'”
In England, the Integrated Communities Action
Plan, published in February 2019, sets out a
different way of working on integration, with
new partnerships between all levels of govern-
ment and civil society. The Action Plan, appli-
cable only in England, touches on the following
areas: strengthening leadership; supporting
new migrants and local residents; education
and young people; boosting English-language
skills; places and communities; increasing
economic opportunity; rights and freedoms;
and measuring success.'®

According to The Migration Observatory of the
University of Oxford, the efficacy of the integra-
tion and inclusion policies targeting migrants in
the UK is hindered by the multitude of policy
approaches. There is also a lack of clarity on
the division of responsibilities between nation-
al and local authorities and there are different
interpretations of the concept of inclusion. In
this last respect, there seems to be inconsis-
tency between migrants’ expectations and
needs and the opportunities and services that
are available. Another problematic aspect of
the UK’s integration policies is the reduced

data available on migrants, which jeopardises
the monitoring and evaluation of integration
processes that should inform future policies
and practices.®

Between 2011 and 2019, there has been a de-
crease in the early-school-leaving (ESL) rate in
the UK, which fell from 14.9% in 2011 to 10.9%
in 2019. Despite the improvement, this last rate
is still above the 10% headline target set by the
EU. The UK, when it was still part of the EU,
was the only country that did not set a national
target for its domestic | ESL rate. One interest-
ing observation is that in most member states,
ESL rates for foreign-born young people were
higher than those for people born in the coun-
try — and significantly so in some cases, such
as Spain, ltaly, Germany, Austria, Cyprus and
Greece. But in the UK, the native-born ESL rate
was slightly higher than that of the foreign-born
group. Nevertheless, a gender gap can be ob-
served, which is in line with many EU countries:
in 2019 the ELS was 12.3% for men and 9.4%
for women.2° 2! Policies that increase the vari-
ety of education on offer, by providing educa-
tion and training opportunities beyond the age
of compulsory education, can help reduce the
ESL rate. In England, Opportunity Areas is a
national, fixed-term programme focused on im-
proving social mobility through education, and
it includes measures to improve education and
skills-training options for youths over 16. It in-
cludes delivery plans for 12 Opportunity Areas,
which have been identified as those in greatest
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need: there, the UK government outlines how
it plans to improve young people’s knowledge
and skills and provide them with the best ad-
vice and opportunities.??

Before the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic,
the Higher Education Policy Institute in the UK
published a report in March 2020, showing
that the focus on graduate employment has
fundamentally changed the way in which uni-
versities operate. It explored the recent focus
by policymakers, students and employers on
getting graduates into professional jobs, and it
found some interesting statistics. For example,
76% of careers services had seen a change
in student engagement with careers in the pre-
ceding three years, compared to 24% who saw
no change. Moreover, 93% of careers services
saw the increased policy focus on graduate
outcomes as positive.

Clearly, the outbreak of Covid-19 has had, is
having and will have important repercussions
for youth employability. Before the pandemic,
the rate of people up to age 24 considered as
NEET (not in education, employment or train-
ing) was 10.5% in the UK in 2019.2® The most
recent Youth Unemployment Statistics briefing
from the House of Commons, dated 11 August
2020 and based on the August Labour Force
Survey, showed that the pandemic’s biggest
impact has not so far been on youth unem-
ployment. However, other indicators do show
that the pandemic is having a very significant
impact on young people aged 16-24. For in-
stance, as of 31 August, over 500,000 jobs held
by people aged 24 or under were on furlough,
or 13% of jobs.2* More generally, one-third of
18-24-year-old employees have lost their jobs
or been furloughed.? In addition, people in the
18-24 age group, including graduates as well

as students engaged in part-time employment,
tend to work disproportionately in jobs that
require face-to-face contact, so they are less
likely to be able to work remotely. More young
people report that they are likely to lose their
jobs because of the virus than any other age
group. Up to now, young people are also the
most likely to have had their hours cut or lost
their jobs.2¢

In July 2020 the Chancellor of the Exche-
quer, Rishi Sunak, announced the GBP 2 bil-
lion Kickstart Scheme to create more jobs for
young people, as part of an emergency pack-
age to prevent mass unemployment, particu-
larly amongst young people.?” The Confed-
eration of British Industry (CBI), praised the
scheme as a much-needed down-payment
on young people’s futures, whilst trade unions
said it was a good first step.2¢ The scheme was
eventually published on 2 September 2020
and forms part of the UK government’s Plan for
Jobs. It is aimed at 16-24-year-olds and funds
employers to create six-month job placements
(which are not apprenticeships) for people who
are currently on Universal Credit and at risk of
long-term unemployment. It is being delivered
by the Department for Work and Pensions
(DWP) and will initially be open until December
2021, with the option of an extension. It applies
across England, Scotland and Wales (with
the government providing additional funding
to Northern Ireland for a similar scheme). For
each job placement, the funding covers: 100%
of the relevant National Minimum Wage for 25
hours a week; the associated employer Nation-
al Insurance contribution; and employer mini-
mum automatic enrolment contributions. There
is also GBP 1,500 available per job placement
for setup costs, support and training. The gov-
ernment also announced that there will be extra
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resources available to support those people
who have completed a job funded by Kickstart
Scheme to further build their experience and
help them move into sustained employment.2®

Among the conditions that apply to employ-
ers that want to benefit from the scheme is
that they aim to create a minimum of 30 job
placements. This requirement could represent
a problem for small enterprises. So, to pre-
vent discrimination in this sense, the scheme

After the UK went into lockdown in the spring,
people were required to work from home wher-
ever this was possible, with only frontline work-
ers or those unable to work at home continu-
ing to work in public-facing roles, albeit with
additional health and safety measures. Re-
gional and socio-economic differences were
revealed by the Office for National Statistics’
Labour Market Survey. People in jobs requir-
ing higher qualifications and experience were
much more likely to work from home. Further-
more, residents of London were more likely to
work from home than those in other regions:
the proportion of people homeworking was
57.2% in London, compared to 35.3% in the
West Midlands.® Currently, different guidelines
are provided by central and local governments
on workplace safety. These are constantly

29 UK Government (2020) Kickstart Scheme htt WWW.

foresees partnerships between small enter-
prises and other organisations to reach this
minimum threshold. However, SMEs have re-
ported that there is little guidance for them and
have claimed that the measure was conceived
to benefit bigger corporations.*® To respond
to this need, the UK government in Novem-
ber 2020 added “Kickstart gateways” to the
scheme, organisations that coordinate part-
nership agreements for employers that can
only offer 29 or fewer job placements.®!

updated in the light of the health situation and
contain specific provisions for different busi-
ness areas.%?

Nevertheless, there have been cases of specif-
ic business sectors where the health and safe-
ty of workers have not been sufficiently pro-
tected, such as the meat industry, in particular
meat processing plants. This industry failed
in its duty to protect employees and the wid-
er public’s heath, not only in the UK, but in the
EU too.** In the UK, this led to more Covid-19
outbreaks and a consequent increase in risks
for public health. The situation was exacerbat-
ed by on-site accommodation at many of these
plants, where several workers live and sleep
in each dormitory. They are transported to the
worksite together in vehicles, after which they
work and spend time together indoors through-
out the day.*
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At the beginning of September, the govern-
ment urged Whitehall bosses to get civil-ser-
vice staff back into their offices faster. The gov-
ernment said it wanted 80% of civil servants to
be able to attend their usual workplace at least
once a week through rota systems by the end
of September. This was met with criticism from
trade unions, which branded this attitude as
outdated, as workplaces have gone through
lasting changes as a result of the pandemic.
Unions said that ministers should better focus
on adapting to a new world of work. The civ-
il service union, FDA, stated that the number
of civil servants returning to work had been
steadily rising and that by the end of 2020 it
would probably reach between 30% and 40%.3¢

According to the National Strategy Group,
working arrangements will be transformed by
the pandemic, not just for the long term but
likely forever. With the new arrangements will
come further changes to employment law,
working conditions and labour rights. The NSG
also draws attention to the impact of Covid-19
on absence from work and entitlement to pay.
During the past months, the UK government
approved many temporary changes to labour
law, such as statutory sick pay (SSP), which is
applied from day one for employees who have
or may have Covid-19 or those who have to
self-quarantine. This last point became par-
ticularly problematic for workers who had to
self-isolate because they were returning from
abroad. As the UK government, during the first
wave, rapidly put different countries and re-
gions on the quarantine-exempt list and then
removed from the list and sometimes returned
them to it, many people were caught out. That
meant they were unable to return to work prior
to the last-minute introduction of the quaran-
tine requirement, but some did not have the
right to SSP because they were feeling well.%”
Consequently, the National Strategy Group
points out, this situation was unfair for many
workers.

Precarious work is a problem in the UK and
has become an even more pressing issue as a
result of the pandemic. It is expected to contin-
ue impacting working conditions in the country.
According to an analysis by the Trades Union
Congress (TUC) in 2019, 3.7 million people
were in insecure work because they were low-
paid self-employed (1.85 million); agency, ca-
sual or seasonal workers (1.11 million); or else
on zero-hour contracts (718,000). This rep-
resents one in nine of the UK workforce.® Ear-
lier research from the TUC, published in 2017,
sheds light on the labour market experiences
of casual workers. Casual workers experience
significant fluctuations in both their level of pay
and the regularity of payment, so they struggle
financially and suffer from considerable levels
of anxiety over whether they can support them-
selves and their families. More specifically,
workers in casual employment were more like-
ly to be young, non-white and employed in an
unskilled occupation. They were more likely to
experience lower job and life satisfaction and
to have low employment security and relatively
high levels of anxiety and depression. In terms
of mental health, perceived low employment
security and working weekends were associ-
ated with higher levels of anxiety and depres-
sion. Anxiety levels tended to be higher among
workers without regular work hours. A gender
divide emerged from the study as well: wom-
en were more likely to leave employment than
men and had a lower likelihood of securing a
permanent contract. In addition, workers with
at least one dependent child aged less than
16 were more likely to leave employment than
those without dependent children.®®

The NSG reports that in some of the most de-
prived areas of the UK, middle-aged men work-
ing in manual, low-skilled jobs in factories have
been amongst the hardest hit by the Covid-19
crisis. Factory closures during lockdown led to
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job losses among people with very little pros-
pect of retraining and reemployment in another
industrial sector. The Understanding Society
Covid-19 Survey and the briefing note on the
economic effects of the pandemic support
the feedback from the NSG. They show that,
between February and April 2020, the fall in
working hours was particularly large for men
(and women) educated to less than degree
level. The fall in hours was greatest for people
whose employers set their hours without any
minimum (i.e. zero-hour contracts), followed
by self-employed people. Of those reporting a
decline in hours worked, 43% were furloughed
employees, and 14% had suffered a loss of
self-employment business. Average house-
hold earnings fell by 8%. While there was a fall
across all levels of earnings, the largest impact
fell on the household earnings of the bottom
20% in terms of long-term income. Comparing
household earnings before and after the pan-
demic, 23% of individuals reported a loss of
more than 20%, and losses were particularly
severe for single parents.*® 4

Fifty years after the passage of the Equal Pay
Act 1970 in the UK - which concerned over-
time, paid leave and other benefits as well as
basic pay — examples abound of unlawful, un-
equal pay, the NSG reports. In 2017, the UK
government made it compulsory for companies
with more than 250 employees to report their
gender pay gaps, and the first set of figures
was published in 2018. Data from the Office for

40 Understanding Society (2020) Covid-19 Survey htt
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National Statistics (ONS) for 2019 show that
the gender pay gap for all employees stood at
17.3% and was 8.9% for full-time employees.
(The difference is because more women are in
part-time jobs, and for gender-based reasons
these tend to be lower paid.** Overall, the UK
performs better on the Gender Equality Index
than many countries in the EU: its general
score for 2020 (72.7) is higher than the EU av-
erage (67.9), and it places sixth in the general
ranking. In the domain of money, however, its
position (14th) is much less positive.*®

A report from The Equality Trust with respect
to gender-based pay discrimination shows that
overall, companies are not operating transpar-
ent pay structures. Also, the vast majority of
companies do not advertise a pay rate for the
role they are recruiting or even a salary range.
This is a high-risk practice in terms of gender
pay gaps. The reporting of gender pay gaps
has shined a light on the extent of gender pay
and bonus gaps within companies: the highest
gender pay gap reported by a FTSE 100 com-
pany this year was just over 55%. But the re-
porting has not produced the cultural shift that
would lead to action needed to rapidly close the
gap. The 10 companies (or their subsidiaries)
on the FTSE 100 reporting the biggest gender
pay gaps all had gaps of over 40%. The gaps
are even greater for bonuses, where the 10
biggest gender gaps exceed 75%: on average,
for every GBP 1,000 a woman gets as a bonus,
a man will receive over GBP 4,000. At the cur-
rent rate of progress — the change in gap from
2018 to0 2019 — it will take almost 200 years be-
fore the gender pay gap is eliminated.*
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GOOD PRACTICE
#EQUALPAY50 CAMPAIGN

In relation to not just gender equality in
employment, but also equality of pay and
non-discrimination across other groups
and areas, the Equality Trust launched its
#EqualPay50 campaign in May 2020.%°
This initiative brings together a range of
stakeholders to increase the pressure on
UK employers to meet their legal obliga-
tion towards equal pay. The key recom-
mendations of the campaign focus on
pay transparency and intersectional pay
reporting, which includes ethnicity and
disability, as well as eradicating risky pay
practices that import gender discrimina-
tion and disadvantages. To celebrate the
50th anniversary of the Equal Pay Act in
May 2020, the organisation coordinated
letters to over 100 MPs, and launched a
video and a new platform featuring the
stories of women who have experienced
unequal pay.

Besides the gender pay gap, other forms of
gender discrimination in the UK emerge from
the European Institute for Gender Equality
(EIGE). The country’s scores have decreased
in the areas of knowledge, time and health
since 2010. In general, the UK has improved
slowly over the last three years, with an in-
crease of 0.5 points to its overall score. On a
positive note, the UK has registered a relevant
improvement in the domain of power, where
its ranking has improved two positions since

2010.%6 The gender employment gap, which is
close to 1 0 percentage points, represents one
of the main challenges for the UK. Among the
causes is inadequate provision of affordable
childcare and social services. In 2018, 37.6%
of women reported inactivity due to family and
caring responsibilities, 5.8 percentage points
above the EU average. This is particularly con-
cerning with respect to the 25-49 age group,
as is 61% of inactive women in this age group
report that their inactivity is due to care respon-
sibilities. The UK had one of the highest rates
(42%) of women working part-time in the EU.*’

The Chartered Institute of Personnel and De-
velopment (CIPD), through its annual Good
Work Index, provides evaluation and insight
into the quality of work in the UK. The 2020 edi-
tion is based on surveys carried out just before
the pandemic but is supplemented by addition-
al surveys monitoring the effects of Covid-19.
The key findings are that workers in manageri-
al and professional occupations have the worst
work-life balance. They are also more likely to
report finding it hard to relax in their personal
time because of the nature of their job.*® The
NSG points out that this result contrasts with
the tendency for managerial and professional
workers to have the greatest access to flexible
working arrangements. The CIPD Index also
reports on flexible working arrangements, in-
cluding working from home in normal working
hours. Before the pandemic, the most striking
difference between occupational classes was
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around homeworking. There are also substan-
tial variations in flexi-time arrangements. In
fact, the overall results reveal that employees
in lower occupational classes benefit much
less from flexible work arrangements than their
higher-skilled counterparts.*® Work flexibility
can represent a problem for workers when it
is one-sided. In order to gather information on
this phenomenon, the government launched
consultations on one-sided flexibility and the
establishment of a single enforcement body to
stop workplace exploitation. The Taylor review
found evidence of employers abusing one-sid-
ed flexibility arrangements. In some cases, they
sent workers home when customer demand
was low or they cancelled some work hours at
the last-minute. In response, the government
commissioned the Low Pay Commission to
develop proposals to tackle these practices.*®

Parental leave has been an area of serious de-
bate in recent months. More than 236,000 peo-
ple signed an online petition to extend mater-
nity leave and statutory maternity pay by three
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months, saying that this would allow parents
and babies to socialize and bond through baby
groups. These are vital for child development
but were stopped during the lockdown due to
social distancing.®’ The government rejected
most of the Petitions Committee’s recommen-
dations, stating that the current arrangements
are sufficiently generous.5?

With regard to misuse of non-disclosure
agreements (NDA), the previous government
in 2019 proposed a law to prohibit the use of
such agreements when they prevent people
from revealing information to the police, doc-
tors, social services etc., especially in cases of
sexual harassment, racial discrimination and
assault.>®* New guidelines for sexual-assault
cases were also published by the Equality and
Human Rights Commission in January 2020.5*
The guidance is not yet legally binding, but it
could become so after feedback from the Con-
sultation on Sexual Harassment in the Work-
place,*® which was launched in July 2019, is
published.
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Living conditions have been hugely impacted
by the pandemic and its economic consequenc-
es. The above-mentioned Covid-19 Survey by
Understanding Society reveals that between
February and April 2020, two-thirds of respon-
dents reported reduced spending, and 25.9%
had to resort to using their savings. In addition,
significant percentages of people had to bor-
row from financial institutions, request a mort-
gage holiday, receive financial support from
family or friends, or apply for universal credit.
Those in the lowest 20% of household incomes
were much more likely to ask for financial help
from family or friends, as were single parents.
The incidence of arrears was higher than in
2017 and 2018. Arrears on non-housing bills
were largest for the lowest 20% of household
incomes and single parents.%® Data are even
more worrying on the economic losses for the
most vulnerable groups. In the highest income
bracket, average earnings stood at GBP 832
a week in February 2020 and then fell by GBP
46. In the lowest income bracket, they fell by
GBP 43 but from a far lower weekly average
of just GBP 297. Single-parent households lost
more than twice as much in earnings as house-
holds with children and more than one adult.®”
Moreover, twice as many people expect their fi-
nancial situation to get worse (19.7%) than ex-
pect it to get better (9.3%). In the bottom quan-
tile and among single parents, three times as
many expect things to get worse as expect an
improvement.®® The National Strategy Group
states that the impact of Covid-19 will have an
impact on living conditions in the future, though

a lot will depend on factors such as vaccines,
future waves of infection, improvements in test-
and-trace procedures and government inter-
ventions to support citizens.

The UK is experiencing a housing crisis. Ac-
cording to Paul Cheshire and Christian Hilber
of the London School of Economics, the real
problem is unresponsive supply, and there is
a need for radical changes to the apathy of UK
housing policy. Since 2015, neither the suc-
cessive governments in power nor the oppo-
sition has come out with any effective policy
to tackle the housing crisis. Where there has
been action, it has been ineffective at best and
counterproductive at worst. More precisely,
demand-side policies have proved ineffective
because they pushed house prices higher,
especially in the least affordable areas where
productive jobs are concentrated. Moreover,
housing supply has been unresponsive, as re-
strictions on land and space have prevented
cities from growing; local communities have
virtually no incentive to permit residential de-
velopment; and the planning system is dys-
functional. Young people suffer the most, and
the ability of the under-40s to buy a house has
continued to erode, increasing both inter-gen-
erational and inter-regional inequalities. %° The
affordability of housing has become a point of
concern for trade unions as well, as high pri-
vate rents and house prices have priced many
public-service workers out of housing.®° Young-
er would-be buyers, especially, are priced out
of areas with productive jobs, and workers
have to commute increasingly long distances
from remote areas.
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The 2019 English Housing Survey showed that
a staggering 93% of UK homes did not meet
basic accessibility standards, and many devel-
opers were not building new homes suitable
for people as they become older. According
to the survey, one in five homes in the UK was
deemed non-decent, and non-decent homes
were disproportionately lived in by older peo-
ple, many of whom have to cope with long-term
health conditions or disabilities.®’

The UK government, as part of its coronavirus
measures, has introduced several provisions to
protect housing. Minimum-notice periods have
been extended. For notices served between 26
March 2020 and 28 August 2020, the minimum
period was three months, but from 29 August
2020 until 31 March 2021 it is six months (with
applicable exceptions). There were payment
breaks for mortgage holders facing difficulties
in repayment and measures to prevent home-
lessness and rough sleeping and to support
those fleeing domestic abuse.®?

There has been increasing, ever wider sup-
port from civil society for decarbonising the UK
economy. The most visible recent campaigns,
strikes, disruptions have been led by the Ex-
tinction Rebellion, XR.® Greenpeace has esti-
mated that the UK alone could help create 1.8
million jobs by investing in a green economic
recovery after the Covid-19 pandemic. How-
ever, this will not happen without the commit-
ment of time and financial resources from pol-
iticians and businesses. Greenpeace rightly

warns that if a transition to a greener economy
is done without coherent policies and robust
strategies, it could backfire by making things
worse and losing public support for definitive
action on climate change. In the view of the en-
vironmental NGO, three elements are neces-
sary for these policies and strategies to work:
collaboration between national and regional
governments; a local approach to better adapt
measures to local specificities; and money.%*
To properly support a just transition in the UK,
the government needs to spend at least GBP
5 billion per year.%® The European Commission
observes that greater investments are need-
ed to modernise and expand infrastructure
networks.5¢

The UK government is legally bound to reduce
overall CO2 emissions in 2050 by 80% com-
pared with 1990 levels, and reducing vehicle
emissions is a critical element. In addition, the
government has pledged to stop the sale of all
new conventional petrol and diesel cars and
vans by 2040. But in 2019 only 1.1% of all new
cars sold were electric,’” as upfront purchase
costs and the lack of availability of charging
infrastructure are prohibitive for many potential
customers. The current range of electric vehi-
cles is also relatively narrow.

The European Commission in its Country Re-
port notices that the United Kingdom has made
good progress in decarbonising its economy.
Nevertheless, more efforts are required to
transition to a carbon-neutral economy. The
country has achieved good results in terms of
greenhouse gas emissions, which decreased
by 21% from 2005 to 2018. Also, emissions
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from non-ETS sectors will be 27% below the
2005 level by the end of 2020, exceeding the
EU target by 9 percentage points. However, if
additional measures are not implemented, the
UK will miss its 2030 target (a 37% decrease)
by 5 percentage points. In its 2019 annual re-
port to the UK Parliament on progress in re-
ducing emissions, the Committee on Climate
Change (CCC) concluded that UK action to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions was lagging
behind what is needed to meet legally-binding
emissions targets.®®

In June 2020, the Institute for Fiscal Studies
(IFS)published an analysis, ‘Living standards,
poverty and inequality in the UK: 2020’,%°
which provides a helpful insight into polices to
eradicate poverty in the UK and puts them in
the perspective of the Covid-19 pandemic. It
shows that, when the pandemic hit the UK and
the national lockdown and restrictions were
introduced, income growth had already been
extremely disappointing for several years. Me-
dian household income was the same in 2018-
19 (the latest available data) as it was in 2015-
16. The combined effect has been a decade
of poor improvements in living standards, with
average income before housing costs growing
less than over any other decade since records
began in 1961. The main reason has been
price rises since 2016.

The analysis states that in recent years, in-
come growth has stalled for people of all ages.
Trends amongst low-income households have
been the worst, with five consecutive years of
income stagnation due to falls in income from
working-age benefits and tax credits. Work-
ing-age benefits were frozen in cash terms,
so the inflationary rise since 2016 reduced

their real value by 5%. Overall relative pover-
ty, measured by income after housing costs
(AHC), was 22% in 2018-19. Child poverty
increased by 3%, the biggest sustained rise
since the early 1990s. Moreover, the at-risk-of-
poverty-or-social-exclusion rate increased by
1.6 percentage points to 23.6% in 2018, sig-
nificantly exceeding the EU average of 21.9%.
Both relative poverty and material deprivation
rose. Severe material deprivation increased
by 0.5 percentage point between 2017 (4.1%)
and 2019 (4.6%). In 2018, the at-risk-of-pover-
ty rate increased to 18.9% from 17% in 2017.
As a consequence of social security system
reforms enacted recently, the power of social
transfers to reduce poverty effects decreased
between 2017 and 2018, from 41.7% to 35.9%.
As a result, income inequality after transfers
increased.™

As has been evident from the earlier narrative,
the workers who are most at risk from Covid-19
and whose livelihoods were made most pre-
carious already tended to have relatively low
incomes — and thus be relatively more likely
to experience poverty — before the pandemic.
The last striking finding from this IFS analysis
is that, despite temporary increases in bene-
fits announced by the UK government in re-
sponse to the pandemic, the benefits system in
2020 still provides less support to out-of-work
households than it did in 2011.

The health sector was, for obvious reasons,
hugely impacted by the Covid-19 crisis.
Among the consequences of the pandemic
is the reorganization of work in the sector. In
UK, this reorganization meant that many health
services, particularly general practitioner (GP)
services, were provided via phone or video.
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This was crucial, as access to GP services and
medication (ongoing and sporadic) available
only on prescription was a vital area of inter-
vention during the pandemic for people to feel
some sense of health security. NHS figures
from May 2020 revealed that 48% of GP ap-
pointments were carried out over the phone,
compared with just 14% in February 2020.7
In April 2020, 98% of those who needed pre-
scription medications were still able to obtain
them, and three-quarters of those who needed
GP services or the pharmacist still received the
services they required.” In addition, the British
Medical Association completed a wide-rang-
ing Covid-19 tracker survey in June 2020. This
showed that, from March until June, 95% of
GPs were providing remote consultations for
their patients. GPs surveyed also remarked on
the extent to which their ability to provide re-
mote consultations for patients was limited by
different factors, including internet speed, train-
ing and IT hardware and software.” Different
GP practices faced different experiences and
circumstances across the country, so the NSG
assumes that there were regional and even lo-
cal variations. These discrepancies have been
widened by the prescription system in the UK.
In Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, there
are no charges for prescriptions for all patients
registered with a GP, when the patient gets
their prescription from a pharmacy in the same
nation. But in England, there was a prescription
charge for medication from the NHS of GBP
9.15 in April 2020. Free prescriptions are avail-
able only to certain groups of patients.”™

The above-mentioned survey by the British
Medical Association showed that the pandem-
ic can be useful for learnina about the NHS.

Over 55% of GPs who took part in the sur-
vey said that during lockdown, they felt much
less burdened by bureaucracy. When asked
about which changes in terms of delivery of
services they felt should be retained in the lon-
ger term, 82% of GPs said the need to have
less paperwork and bureaucracy; 89% of the
respondents mentioned greater use of remote
consultations.”™

The National Strategy Group reports that in
terms of accessibility and affordability, the
NHS maintains the principles upon which it
was founded: it meets the needs of everyone;
it is free at the point of delivery; and treatment
is based on clinical need, not the ability to pay.
A lot has changed since its founding in 1948,
and the NHS today faces many challenges.
But the UK remains one of the few countries in
which patient consultations with a GP are free.
Even before the pandemic, however, the NHS
has been challenged by lengthening waiting
times for treatment, and in 2018 it fell short of
the target of seeing 95% of patients in accident
and emergency (A&E) departments within four
hours. In some instances, especially in winter,
it fell under 80%.7® Some areas of healthcare
provision were impacted during lockdown,
such as A&E departments, cancer screening
and diagnosis. In April 2020, 60% of those
people who had expected or needed inpatient
care did not have treatment, in most cases
due to cancellation by the NHS. Of those who
required outpatient care, 42% had their ap-
pointments cancelled. Even for people suffer-
ing from cancer, only 40% received treatment
between February and April 2020; 53% had
treatment cancelled; and the rest cancelled it
themselves.”” The Health Foundation looked in
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May at how Covid-19 had changed the use of
emergency care.’”® A&E visits were 57% lower
in April 2020 than the year before, with the fall
being larger in minor A&E units (71%) than in
major (48%). This is consistent with less-wor-
rying conditions being directed to other NHS
services or people choosing to avoid seek-
ing medical help, due to the fear of contract-
ing Covid-19 in a hospital environment.” The
reduction in admissions for acute conditions
such as stroke and heart attack have been the
biggest concern.

In all four devolved nations of the UK, refugees
and asylum seekers who have an active appli-
cation or appeal in place are entitled to receive
free primary NHS care. The situation faced by
failed asylum seekers is more complicated
and differs between England, Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland. For secondary care, all

refugees and asylum seekers with an active
application or appeal can access the full range
of secondary care services, cost-free, in all
four nations. In Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland, any person who has previously made a
formal application for asylum, regardless of the
outcome, is entitled to free secondary care. For
asylum seekers who have been refused, the
ability to access care in England will depend
on whether the care is immediately necessary,
urgent or non-urgent, and whether any exemp-
tions might apply. In any case, refused asylum
seekers must always receive treatment that is
immediately necessary and urgent, regard-
less of their status or ability to pay, though they
might be billed at a later date. For non-urgent
treatment, NHS Trusts and some community
services are required to charge refused asy-
lum seekers before providing the care needed
unless they qualify for an exemption.#°
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The International Centre for Not-For-Profit Law
has a very helpful Covid-19 Civic Freedom
Tracker, which monitors government respons-
es to the pandemic that affect civic freedoms
and human rights, focusing particularly on
emergency laws. In the UK, the Coronavirus
Act 2020 gives the UK authorities emergen-
cy powers to address the pandemic, which
include the possibility for the government to
restrict public events and other gatherings.®!
The Coronavirus Act has impacted rights such
as the freedoms of association, assembly and
movement, especially during the full nation-
al lockdown. This curb on civic freedoms was
introduced to fight the pandemic and protect
lives. The National Strategy Group observes
that if we were to look at freedom of associa-
tion in the UK before the onset of the pandem-
ic, it would be evaluated as generally respect-
ed and protected.

However, from the 2020 Civic Space Monitor
published by CIVICUS, it emerges that there
have been some obstacles to the full enjoy-
ment of such rights in the UK. Occasional ha-
rassment, arrest or assault of people deemed
critical of those in power are the main imped-
iments to freedom of assembly according to
the Monitor. Moreover, the right of peaceful
assembly could be jeopardised by authorities
denying permission due to security concerns
and using excessive force.®? An article in the
Independent on 15 May 2020 revealed that

a review by the Crown Prosecution Service
(CPS) found all prosecutions under the Coro-
navirus Act unlawful, although most charges
under separate Health Protection Regulations
were lawful. At that time, 44 charges brought
under the Act were incorrect, and the review
was launched by the CPS after miscarriages
of justice were highlighted in the media.® Fur-
thermore, the pandemic has led to worries that
many civil society organisations (CSOs) will
have to close and cease operating, thus cut-
ting off the voices of the people they represent,
who are often in vulnerable situations. The gov-
ernment’s support package for charities was
welcomed but deemed not enough to prevent
charities across the country from closing. The
National Council for Voluntary Organisations
(NCVO) stated further that many CSOs that
survive will look very different in future: many
will have severely reduced capacity to provide
the support that so many people rely on.84

Despite the Act and the measures limiting
peaceful demonstrations, many peaceful as-
semblies have taken place over recent months,
especially after the murder of George Floyd in
the United States and the subsequent global
outcry and support for the Black Lives Matter
movement. In the view of the National Strategy
Group, this proved the importance of in-person
demonstrations and showed that protesting
and assembly will never be fully possible on-
line. Human presence and peaceful assembly
need to be protected, while of course balanc-
ing them with the need to protect people from
the virus.
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Freedom of speech and the press have been
respected in the UK. But during the pandem-
ic, groups such as Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) have reported instances where media
outlets voicing concerns over press freedom
under the lockdown were dismissed by the
government.

On 26th May 2020, a major scandal involving
the prime minister's senior adviser Dominic
Cummings was reported by the media. The
Guardian and the Daily Mail reported that Cum-
mings and his family had travelled 260 miles
(420 km), during national lockdown, while his
wife was experiencing symptoms related to
Covid-19 and despite the government issuing
guidelines for staying at home at the time. The
media were subject to attacks on social media
(especially on Twitter) through hashtags such
as #ScumMedia. In response to the media
coverage on the issue, the prime minister’s of-
fice declared that the reports were based on
“false allegations”, “falsehoods and errors” and
an “inaccurate article”. They said they “will not
waste time answering a stream of false allega-
tions about Mr Cummings from campaigning
newspapers”.® The episode showed how the
government and parts of society sometimes
set out to discredit the media.

The UK is ranked 35th out of 180 countries in
the Reporters Without Borders’ 2020 World
Press Freedom Index. It had risen seven plac-
es in 2019, bringing it to 33rd after spending
the previous two years at 40th. Despite the UK
government’s key role in promoting media free-
dom at a global level, domestic developments
showed a darker side to the country. There have
been serious episodes such as the murder of
Lyra McKee and active threats to the safety

of journalists in Northern Ireland. Wikileaks
founder Julian Assange has been detained
and faces possible extradition to the US. These
incidents have undermined the UK’s efforts to
protect and promote freedom of press.8¢

Active involvement of the voluntary and com-
munity sector is vital for the maintenance of
high-quality social dialogue with the govern-
ment, policymakers and decision-makers.
Across the UK, there are sectoral umbrella
bodies that help to coordinate CSO activities,
especially around joint advocacy, visibility and
voice. In England, NCVO is responsible for this;
in Wales, it is the Wales Council for Voluntary
Action (WCVA); in Scotland, it is the Scottish
Council for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO);
and, across the Irish Sea, it is the Northern
Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA).
All the councils are helpful channels of com-
munication between the voluntary sector and
the government. They advocate for increased
involvement of civil society in the development
of policies and programmes and for drawing
upon the direct experiences and reach of civil
society earlier and more widely.

Some improvements could increase the ef-
fectiveness of CSOs’ participation in deci-
sion-making processes. The NSG points out
that by working together transparently and in
a mutually supportive manner, more can be
achieved, especially in times of crisis, such as
the current Covid-19 pandemic. One example
is areportin June 2020, ‘Beyond Us and Them’
by the University of Kent with Belong, funded
by the Nuffield Foundation, which looked at the
perception of Covid-19 and social cohesion.?”
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The NSG emphasises that a shift in under-
GOOD PRACTICE standing is needed over voluntary work: whilst

THE VOLUNTARY AND COMMUNITY itis given by people free of charge, it is not cost

SECTOR EMERGENCIES PARTNER- free to set up voluntary organisations, manage
SHIP and evaluate them and ensure high standards

of health and safety. Volunteering requires a
robust infrastructure. If it is to continue to thrive
and provide and coordinate volunteers and ac-
tive citizens who can help respond to a crisis,
it needs to be treated as a valued and properly
resourced partner.

The Voluntary and Community Sector
Emergencies Partnership® was formed
in response to learnings from several
2017 national crises in the UK, includ-
ing the Grenfell Tower fire tragedy. At the
moment, the Partnership is responding
to the evolving Covid-19 crisis. How-
ever, in the longer term, the goal is to
establish a framework of response for
future local or national emergencies.
The partnership wants to add value for
the most vulnerable communities and
for the network of national and local vol-
untary and community sector organisa-
tions supporting them. The initiative fo-
cuses on four key areas: the creation of
a national platform to dynamically gath-
er intelligence on unmet and emerging
needs; the request for support service,
which enables organisations to ask the
Emergencies Partnership for support,
in case existing local networks are not
sufficient; five multi-agency cells across
England to help members of the Emer-
gencies Partnership connect and share
resources; and a national volunteer cell
to maintain an overview of capacity
across the sector and provide a single
point of contact.
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The European Commission’s 2020 Country
Specific Recommendations® for the UK are
generally in line with what emerges from this So-
cial Rights Monitor. However, the Commission
has a stronger focus on the efforts that the UK
needs to make to ensure an effective social pro-
tection system and a green and digital transition.
Education and healthcare are identified as cru-
cial sectors in the aftermath of the crisis, and an
expansion of their capacity is recommended. As
for other Country Specific Recommendations,

the Commission does not give space to some
issues related to the European Pillar of Social
Rights, such as gender equality. Moreover, the
input on social protection is quite generic and,
therefore, provides limited guidance. But the
economic and financial recommendations are
more specific and present a clearer direction.
On a more positive note, cuts to the welfare
state are clearly indicated as dangerous in this
phase, and investments to support the most vul-
nerable groups are encouraged.
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28&from=EN
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